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ABSTRACT
Leoš Janáček’s opera Jenůfa, which premiered in 1904, takes place in a secluded
Moravian village and details the story of two women, Jenůfa and Kostelnička. They are
intertwined through an act of infanticide, family dynamics, and gender expectations. Recognized
as the first Czech naturalist dramatist, Gabriela Preissová wrote the Czech realist play, Její
pastorkyňa [Her Stepdaughter] (1890), which provided prose for the opera. Tragedies often
occur in Jenůfa due to women defying social norms and the problems that arise as a result of
their actions. The gender transgressions of Jenůfa and Kostelnička—actions that deviate from
gender expectations in Western Europe—provide an unstable picture of nineteenth-century
femininity. Yet despite nineteenth-century operatic conventions, as laid out by Catherine
Clément, that call for the death of troublesome women characters, both survive the opera. I argue
that Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s survival of the opera’s circumstances demonstrates gender
subversion, which manifests in the expression of a modern femininity that defies nineteenthcentury gender expectations.
Jenůfa and Kostelnička experience their femininity through chaotic situations. Jenůfa
deals with an unwed pregnancy and disfiguration at the hands of a jealous lover, while
Kostelnička descends into infanticide and madness. They outlive their deviance, and their
survival becomes a site for a modern feminist representation.
Additionally, a nationalist atmosphere surrounded both Janáček and Preissová that valued
tradition and codified “Czechness.” Nationalist ideology permeated character relationships
within Janáček’s opera, Jenůfa. In my analysis, the tumultuous relationship between Kostelnička
and Jenůfa alludes to the division between the oppressive Western nations and the Czech lands.
Janáček draws attention to aspects of Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s motherhood, marital status,
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gender, political power, sexuality, and religion. Ultimately, Jenůfa’s message of transfiguration
speaks to strengthening modern femininity against struggle and outlasting tribulation.
Additionally, as an opera heroine, Jenůfa outlives her expected death called for by nineteenthcentury gender expectations, giving a voice and offering hope to future operatic women
protagonists.
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CHAPTER I
Challenging Convention in Leoš Janáček’s Jenůfa
Leoš Janáček’s opera Jenůfa, which premiered in 1904, takes place in a secluded
Moravian village and evokes Czech nationalist themes. Recognized as the first Czech naturalist
dramatist,1 Gabriela Preissová wrote the Czech realist play, Její pastorkyňa [Her Stepdaughter]
(1890). This play provided the prose for the opera libretto, compiled by Janáček himself. His
approach for the opera was influenced by his sense of identity as a Czech composer. Likewise,
nationalist concerns and experiences as a female writer2 influenced Preissová’s writing. Alfred
Thomas writes “What distinguishes Preissová’s drama from previous Czech drama was her
authentic exploration of the social relations between ordinary people and her insistence that
issues of gender, class, and ethnicity were all implicated in each other.”3 Accordingly, Preissová
worked towards the advancement of women Czech writers, and created her characters in a
feminist context.
Consequently, Janáček’s libretto also deals with gender themes. Focusing particularly on
women who have experienced hardship and tragedy, he utilizes Preissová’s setting in a secluded
mill. The two main characters at the mill, Jenůfa and Kostelnička are step-daughter and stepmother respectively, who repeatedly experience misfortune. The negotiation of this step-mother
and step-daughter dynamic often subverts operatic gender norms and asserts a modern Czech
femininity. Furthermore, the negotiation of step-parentage within the opera is mirrored in the
real-life step-parentage between authors Janáček and Preissová in shaping Jenůfa.

1

Alfred Thomas, The Bohemian Body: Gender and Sexuality in Modern Czech Culture
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007), 78.
2

Ibid., 77-78.

3

Ibid., 80.

2
Tragedies often occur in Jenůfa due to women defying social norms and the problems
that arise as a result of their actions. The gender transgressions of Jenůfa and Kostelnička—
actions that deviate from gender expectations in Western Europe—provide an unstable picture of
nineteenth-century femininity. Janáček draws attention to aspects of their motherhood, marital
status, gender, political power, sexuality, and religion.
Further defining these women characters are their acts of survival despite challenges and
transgressions. Jenůfa and Kostelnička experience their femininity through chaotic situations.
Jenůfa deals with an unwed pregnancy and facial disfiguration at the hands of a jealous lover,
while Kostelnička commits infanticide and descends into madness. Yet despite nineteenthcentury operatic conventions, as laid out by Catherine Clément,4 that call for the death, referred
to as “undoing”5 of troublesome women characters, both survive at the opera’s end. They outlive
their deviance, and their survival becomes a site for a modern feminist representation. These
characters thus exit the opera embodying a new model of femininity—by undoing the operatic
convention of “undoing women.”6 However, Jenůfa and Kostelnička do not avoid a complete
undoing, their deviant acts are rectified. This reconciliation of gender expectations manifest in
the seemingly happy marriage between Jenůfa and Laca, and Kostelnička serving a jail sentence
as punishment for her crime.
Both women outlive the operatic expectations of death despite enduring many tragedies.
They are exempt from the fate of many other nineteenth-century operatic woman characters who

4

Catherine Clément, Opera, or the Undoing of Women (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), 7.
5

Ibid., 8.

6

Ibid., 8.
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experience, as discussed by Catherine Clément, an “operatic undoing.”7 I argue that Jenůfa and
Kostelnička’s survival shows gender subversion, which manifests in the expression of a modern
femininity that defies nineteenth-century operatic gender expectations. Their subversive survival
stands out among other opera heroines as the majority of Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s female
contemporaries do not survive their operas.8
Representing another shift in operatic character expectations, both Jenůfa and
Kostelnička command the opera as leading ladies. This contradicts nineteenth-century gender
expectations for a male lead accompanied by a leading lady.9 Contrastingly, Kostelnička and
Jenůfa equally share the stage in physical and vocal terms, completely overshadowing the male
roles in the opera, which receive significantly less stage time. Further emphasizing the control
that the women have over the opera, the male characters in Jenůfa are often dismissed from the
scene and are not as vocally assertive or present.
Typically, the lack of a male lead suggests to the audience a lack of agency on behalf of
the operatic characters; I assert that this agency is reclaimed in Kostelnička’s role. Kostelnička,
the step-mother to Jenůfa, provides both maternal and paternal guidance as she is the only
parental-like figure in Jenůfa’s life, and consequently in the whole opera. This blending of
gendered traits in Kostelnička’s character allows for an agency previously unseen in other

7

Ibid., 22.

8

For example, the characters: Isolde from Tristan and Isolde (Richard Wagner, 1865), Carmen
from Carmen (Hector Berlioz, 1875), Mimí from La bohéme (Giacomo Puccini, 1896), Tosca from Tosca
(Puccini, 1900), Mélisande from Pelléas et Mélisande (Claude Debussy, 1902), Cho Cho San from
Madama Butterfly (Puccini, 1904), Salome from Salome (Richard Strauss, 1905), Elektra from Elektra
(Strauss, 1909), Káťa from Káťa Kabanová (Janáček, 1921), and the Vixen, from The Cunning Little
Vixen (Janáček, 1924).
9

Ralph Locke, “What Are These Women Doing in Opera?” in En Travesti: Women, Gender
Subversion, Opera, edited by Corinne E. Blackmer and Patricia Juliana Smith (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1995), 60-65.
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operatic women characters. While she is female, her power and actions memorialize her more
than her gender. On the other hand, Jenůfa, a naïve and devout woman who desires to marry
Števa, offers a more traditional concept of femininity. She is also victimized by social
convention and violence in the opera as she is forced to conceal her premarital pregnancy and is
eventually left to Kostelnička’s panicked and murderous devices to resolve the situation. The two
leads are juxtaposed in terms of the levels of femininity of their gender. The contrast emphasizes
the masculine qualities inherent in Kostelnička and her relationship with Jenůfa.
Kostelnička negotiates her masculine characteristics with her parental duties, often
controlling Jenůfa’s life. Despite living through a troublesome marriage, Kostelnička establishes
herself among the other operatic characters with much respect as a village elder and sacristan.
Later, however, Kostelnička desperately turns to infanticide to secure a marriage agreement for
Jenůfa, further enforcing her control and oppression of Jenůfa. Jenůfa, despite her dutiful and
benevolent nature, had succumbed to the charming nature of one of the men (Števa) in the
village and became pregnant. Unaware of the pregnancy, Kostelnička forbade Jenůfa from
marrying Števa, forcing Jenůfa to carry the pregnancy to term unmarried and hidden.

Compositional Context
Janáček’s experience and education as a Czech composer influenced his nationalist expression.
Born in Huckvaldy of eastern Moravia, Janáček was educated in both Czech and German
musical styles.10 He attended the Czech Teacher’s Institute, the German Realschule in Old Brno,
Prague Organ School, and the Leipzig Conservatory. Janáček’s contemporaries included Czech

10

Nicholas John, ed., “Jenůfa/Káťa Kabanová,” Opera Guide (London: Riverrun Press, Inc.,
1985), 137-8. This footnote applies to subsequent biographical information, such as Janáček’s schooling,
and involvement with Dvořák.
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nationalists Bedřich Smetana (1824–1888) and Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904). Janáček
championed Dvořák’s works, introducing them to audiences and touring with him periodically.11
Following his later studies in Vienna he immersed himself in the creation of his first opera,
Šárka (1887). This opera is evidence of Janáček’s compositional refocusing to experiment with
new genres and textures.12
Šárka is significant as a precursor for Janáček’s employment of gendered themes in later
operas. The opera focuses on a traditional story of Bohemian maiden-warriors and provides an
outlet for Czech expression and uncommon gender power structures. The libretto, written by
Czech poet Julius Zeyer,13 details the world of maiden-warriors and the destruction of the warrior
Šárka as she sacrificed herself for the man with whom she fell in love. The opera presents a
significant contrast in terms of gendered sacrifice than does Jenůfa; Šárka sacrifices herself for a
man; however in Jenůfa, Jenůfa’s son is sacrificed for her. Janáček also incorporated influences
from his folkloristic activities in the Czech lands in collaboration with František Bartoš, with
whom Janáček collected hundreds of Moravian folk songs and dances.14 As was typical in the
nineteenth century, the collection of “folk” material influenced Janáček similarly to other
composers such as Smetana, Dvořák, Ralph Vaughan Williams, and Béla Bartók. Zemanová
writes, “Soon he [Janáček] would embark on a folk-song collecting expedition which would
provide a much-needed impetus for his style; he would at last shake off the ‘shackles of
tradition.’”15
11

Mirka Zemanová, Janáček (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2002), 10-15.

12

Desmond Shawe-Taylor, “The Operas of Leoš Janáček,” Proceedings of the Royal Musical
Association 85 (1958): 51.
13

Zemanová, Janáček, 54.

14

Ibid., 54-63.

15

Ibid., 59.
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Less than a decade after Šárka, Janáček began to compose Jenůfa, also exploring the
boundaries of gender expectations in opera and chose Preissová’s work, Její pastorkyňa (1890)
to form the foundation of the libretto. Preissová used her prose as a feminist example and
challenged literary expectations of women characters.16 Janáček’s use of libretto material from a
female author was unprecedented at the time, especially as Preissová’s play was not initially
well-received.17 Janáček’s correspondence with Preissová prior to Jenůfa also produced the opera
Počátek Románu [The Beginnings of a Romance] (1891). Although Preissová did not initially
agree that Její pastorkyňa would suit an opera, Janáček was able to convince her otherwise
through their correspondence.18
Nineteenth-century Czech composers turned to incorporating cultural and artistic
elements of what they believed to symbolize rural Czech life, such as dance, speech patterns, and
evocation of the land to assert a nationalist identity. Fin-de-siècle Europe and modernity had
affected the Czech lands politically and musically. A time of political unrest and the
Germanization of the Czech lands in the nineteenth-century provoked the people’s desire for a
Czech nationalist image.19 Thus, politics, music, gender, and modernity factored into the
assertion of that identity as important aspects of Czech culture.
By the compositional period of Leoš Janáček, Czech nationalist composing techniques
were well-known and established by Smetana and Dvořák. Janáček desired to break the mold by
incorporating modernist composing techniques. He used explorations of tonal boundaries,

16

Thomas, Bohemian Body, 78-79.

17

Jenny Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” In Keeping Score: Music,
Discliplinarity, Culture, edited by David Schwarz (Richmond: The University Press of Virginia, 1997),
231.
18

Thomas, Bohemian Body, 83.

19

Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” 231.
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innovative and unexpected instrumentations, and speech patterns to differentiate himself from his
previous Romantic-era predecessors. However, Janáček also utilizes romanticism, which seems
directly opposed to his realist and modernist style. Nineteenth-century Romanticism appears in
Jenůfa, for instance, in the love scenes between Jenůfa and Laca. In order to affirm and convince
the audience that Jenůfa and Laca have healed enough despite their tragedies to marry, they must
express their love overtly. Thus, their ending love duet compares similarly with classical
Romantic love duets. In this way, Janáček is a unique example of a composer who incorporates
distinct styles of nationalism, romanticism, and modernism, even within the same opera.

Plot and Musical Content
The opera Jenůfa, written between 1896–1902 in three acts, chronicles tangled relationships
depicting rural nineteenth-century life at the family mill, as outlined in Figure 1.1.20 The opera
begins suddenly musically, as Janáček chose to eliminate the traditional opera overture and
instead introduce the leitmotif for the passing of time at the mill. This leitmotif features an
eighth-note pattern played on xylophone. Janáček’s orchestra calls for a large ensemble
consisting of piccolo, flutes, oboes, English horn, bassoons, clarinets, bass clarinet, horns,
trumpets, trombones, strings, xylophone, timpani, and harp. The use of English horn, bass
clarinet, a large brass section, and xylophone were innovative and stood out amid the texture of
the strings.

20

Chart adapted from John Tyrrell, found at http://entartetemusik.blogspot.com/2009/10/whoswho-in-Jenůfa.html accessed 2/29/2016
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Figure 1.1 Relationships in the Buryja family
The names in bold represent the characters in the opera
= indicates marriage

9
The first act consists predominantly of public scenes involving multiple characters.
Notably, chorus scenes are relegated to bookend the opera, occurring in only Acts One and
Three. The second act takes place privately between Kostelnička and Jenůfa, featuring
significant arias for them while alternating between duet and recitative. The last act returns to the
public village with a chorus and scenes featuring the gamut of characters in the village. The
closing scene features a romantic-style duet, ending with a lush, dramatic, and melodious
orchestral conclusion.
Initially premiering in the Brno Theater, in Brno, the opera received backlash for its
avant-garde orchestral writing and style, namely Janáček’s uncommon orchestration and
exploration of the boundaries of tonality. Karel Kovařovic (1862-1926) revised the edition to
make the orchestration more accessible, and made minor alterations to vocal parts for the ease of
the performer. Universal-Edition published the vocal score in 1917 after the encouragement of
the publishers by Richard Strauss.21 This led to international success and popularity for the opera
and Max Brod later issued a German translation of the libretto.22 For this project I utilize Dover’s
edition of the original Universal-Edition vocal score23, and the libretto translated into English by
Timothy Cheek.24
The opera features two female lead characters: Jenůfa, and her step-mother, Kostelnička.
Additional characters include two smaller male roles: Števa and Laca, who are both cousins of
Jenůfa; the mill owner Grandmother Buryjovka; and other minor village characters. Kostelnička,

21

Leoš Janáček, Gabriela Preissová, Max Brod, and J. V. Wöss, Jenůfa (Mineola, NY: Dover
Publications, 2002).
22
Ibid., x.
23
Ibid., xi.
24

Timothy Cheek, The Janáček Opera Libretti: Translations and Pronunciation, Volume III:
Jenůfa (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017).
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the widow of Jenůfa’s father (also Grandmother Buryjovka’s son) inherited from her husband the
responsibility for overseeing the mill. A respected village elder, Kostelnička domineers and
controls Jenůfa’s life. Jenůfa, a pious and educated woman is pregnant with Števa’s child and at
the outset of the opera, awaits to hear whether he has been conscripted to the war while hoping to
marry him to conceal the pregnancy.
Act 1 details family business at the mill, and Števa’s triumphant arrival announcing that
he need not serve in the war. Števa and his group of friends cause a drunken ruckus and Jenůfa,
although happy to see him, scolds him for his drinking. Ignorant of Jenůfa’s pregnancy by Števa,
Kostelnička forbids their marriage for one year, due to Števa’s ongoing irresponsibility and
intoxication. Accordingly, Števa calls for a dance, which features a raucous tarantella,
embarrassing Jenůfa with his suggestive dancing.25 Jenůfa panics while fearing that she will
remain unwed and that her family will discover her pregnancy. Kostelnička forbids the wedding
because she fears Števa’s weaknesses will manifest in ways similar to Kostelnička’s own abusive
and violent marriage. Insistent that Jenůfa should not reach her same fate, Kostelnička scorns
Števa. Meanwhile driven by jealousy, Laca, who has long loved Jenůfa, lashes at her with a
knife. Laca claims his actions as an accident, but ultimately disfigures Jenůfa’s “rosy apple
cheeks,”26 which Števa had admired.
Act 2 takes place in a house on the outskirts of the village where Kostelnička has been
hiding Jenůfa until she gives birth. Jenůfa, joyful in the bliss of motherhood, is ignorant of
Kostelnička’s worry about her marital fate. Kostelnička drugs Jenůfa to put her into a deep sleep
while Števa visits the house. Kostelnička attempts to convince Števa to marry Jenůfa and claim

25

Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” 239.

26

Ibid., 231.
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his child. However, Števa refuses to even look at the child; he tells Kostelnička he is engaged to
someone else and leaves. Laca visits and Kostelnička attempts to convince him to marry Jenůfa,
but he is hesitant due to Števa’s child. To convince Laca, Kostelnička tells him the child is dead,
and he then accepts Jenůfa’s hand in marriage. Caught in her lie, Kostelnička removes the child
from the drugged Jenůfa and buries him under the ice, committing infanticide. Jenůfa wakes,
ignorant of the night’s events. With fortitude, she sings a prayer to the Virgin Mary for the future
of her child. Eventually, Jenůfa is told by Kostelnička that her child died in a fever and they
together lament the child’s death, resulting in a duet at the end of the act.
Act 3 returns to the main village with preparations for Jenůfa and Laca’s wedding.
Villagers gather to grant well-wishes and they comment on Kostelnička’s declining condition.
The villagers serenade the young couple with a traditional Moravian folk song.27 This instance of
incorporated Czech folk material is one of the few direct examples of rural Czech influence in
Jenůfa. Kostelnička is much deteriorated under the weight of the murder she has committed, and
her madness is quickly becoming public knowledge. In the presence of the villagers, the baby is
found under the ice and Jenůfa immediately recognizes his red hat. Jenůfa’s reaction leads the
villagers to assume she was the murderer. However, Kostelnička steps forward and takes the full
blame. In horror, Jenůfa asks Kostelnička how she could ever do such a thing, but soon after
offers her forgiveness—seemingly in a sudden manner for such a heinous deed. Jenůfa’s granting
of forgiveness symbolizes in part her transcendence of the village morality. As Kostelnička is
taken to jail, Jenůfa and Laca renew their love for each other in a triumphant and beautiful duet.

27

John, ed., “Jenůfa/Káťa Kabanová,” 13.
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Methodology and Theoretical Framework
Scholarly research on Jenůfa focuses mainly on nationalist implications in Janáček’s
compositions, and often the gender implications of the characters remain overlooked. However,
gender roles and questions of parentage are key to Janáček’s work. As a foundation for my
analysis I look to Susan McClary and Catherine Clément for their scholarship on gender and
characterization.28 Firstly, using their methods as a framework, I investigate the characters from
Jenůfa and how they stray from operatic and societal gender expectations. Secondly, I compare
how the representations of the characters differ between the play and the opera, revealing
biographical and social circumstances surrounding the lives of Preissová and Janáček. Thirdly, I
integrate Czech nationalism, modernism, and feminism into the context of Preissová and
Janáček’s works.
Clément’s work describes operatic gender convention and engages with female deviance
of those conventions. She also considers how the female gender and respective gender
transgressions lead to death and demise. Clément refers to the fateful ending of the women as
their “undoing.” In the cases of Kostelnička and Jenůfa, breaking from gender expectation
occurs frequently, but they ultimately escape a complete undoing, meaning, they both survive the
opera. Jenůfa represents the collision of the Madonna/whore social archetype for women, as she
leads a pious life; however her fate is tied to her sin, her unwed pregnancy. The Madonna/whore
complex is rooted in gendered social convention of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
asserting that either women were pious and proper, or sinners and must be demonized.29

28

Susan McClary, Georges Bizet: Carmen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992);
Clément, Opera, or the Undoing of Women.
29

Susan McClary, Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1991), 164-166.
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Societal gender expectations would dictate that the numerous tragedies in Jenůfa and
Kostelnička’s lives should end in the destruction of both female operatic characters. Clément
comments on women in nineteenth-century opera: “In this order of human affections, women
struggle, and from the moment these women leave their familiar and ornamental function, they
are to end up punished—fallen, abandoned, or dead. The “fair sex” indeed.”30 She elaborates
“Opera concerns women. […] Glowing with tears, their décolletages cut to the heart, they expose
themselves to the gaze of those who come to take pleasure in their pretend agonies. Not one of
them escapes with her life, or very few of them do…”31 This convention is fulfilled in various
operas written by Handel, Lully, Mozart, Bizet, Verdi, Puccini, and many others.32
However, the modern femininity that Jenůfa and Kostelnička represent breaks ground in
terms of feminine resilience and reconciliation. Ultimately, the reconciliation of these characters
is used to re-establish the female characters into normative gender expectations. Operatic
audiences determined the success of operas and a positive reception usually required a typical
operatic resolution. This is achieved, in part, by Jenůfa, tragically wounded by Kostelnička’s
betrayal and murder, being somehow able to forgive Kostelnička after she finds out the truth
about her child’s death. This forgiveness is a sign of a resilient character and female solidarity,
unlike traits found in other nineteenth-century opera heroines. Likewise, Jenůfa’s goodheartedness and love for her step-mother overcomes her emotional turmoil and betrayal. Jenůfa’s
reaction thus fits the expectations of nineteenth-century femininity. Furthermore, Laca’s
forgiveness of Jenůfa’s misfortune strengthens the meaningful good of their marriage and firmly
resolves her into a heteronormative framework.
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This reassignment of control and ownership between creators outside of the opera plot
reflects the appropriation of parenthood between Jenůfa and Kostelnička at the center of the
opera’s narrative. Jennifer Barnes describes the process of creating an opera between the
composer and librettist (applicable to Preissová in this situation) as “a sound parentage of sorts,
and a duo who feel strongly about their parental rights. Frequently writers and composers draw
parallels between their work and giving birth.”33 I argue that Janáček’s places himself in a stepparenting role toward Preissová’s story, similar to how Kostelnička step-parents Jenůfa and takes
over the parentage of Jenůfa’s child.
My theoretical framework investigates the effect of operatic conventions on women
characters and their expected gender roles within the opera. I analyze women characters as a
reflection of society in order to contextualize gender roles in nineteenth-century operatic
conventions. Clément’s framework of the undoing of nineteenth-century operatic women
provides a strong background for my work on women in opera, which reveals a persistently
bleak discourse on women in opera and in Western European society.
In the context of a variety of nineteenth-century operas, Catherine Clément argues that
the roles of women in opera ultimately lead to their “undoing.” The women characters on stage
either die, commit suicide, or are killed. The operatic resolution into the undoing of women
served to dissolve any perceived potential threat to the audience and societal norms. Clément
states, “No doubt one applauds so loudly to bring this buried celebration of the invisible, divine
death to an end, to break it up.”34
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For Clément, this undoing effect is, in part, evident in the male control of most European
opera houses as institutions. Clément refers to the opera house as a “men’s house”35 regarding
the prevalence of active and powerful roles for men, while women in the opera house fulfilled an
ornamental function. Both, the production and creation of an opera in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries were overtly controlled by men. The composer, director, maestro, and
patrons (usually) were all male and operated Western European opera houses and theaters
according to their patriarchal conventions. Likewise, women performers and even writers, such
as Preissová, were expected not to stray from their conventional artistic roles.
The women who fit under the undoing paradigm include the femme fatale, prostitutes,
wives who cross class boundaries, seductresses, hysterical and mad women, and non-white
women. For example, McClary points out that Carmen not only exhibits deviance as a sexually
liberated female, but she is triply deviant as a working class, “gypsy” woman who loves and
spends time with whomever she pleases.36 The opera temporarily delights audiences with
Carmen’s exploits, but as her actions must be resolved, she is tragically killed.
Czech identity laid its roots in the “Mother Nation”—a term describing the imagined
maternal and cohesive Czech nation.37 Janáček and Preissová’s work challenged this nationwide
notion of motherhood. Socially, motherhood was expected to occur during marriage per
nineteenth-century prospects for maternity.38 Likewise, the worth of the wife was defined by her
success as a mother. Therefore, anyone outside of the framework of a caring, successful, married
mother challenged normative expectations. In opera, such characters would need to be silenced
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or destroyed. For example, Puccini’s Madama Butterfly (1904) tells the story of Cho-Cho San
(Butterfly), a young Japanese woman who married Pinkerton, a U.S. Naval officer.39 The
interracial marriage itself was scandalous. Butterfly denounced her religion and lifestyle to marry
Pinkerton and was casted out by her family. Unknowingly, her devotion was in vain as Pinkerton
never intended to permanently commit to Butterfly, and he deserted her along with their young
child. Butterfly, abandoned by her family and husband, eventually committed suicide, thus
resolving for the opera her problematic status as a single abandoned mother. Similarly, Jenůfa
navigates threats exposing her condition as a single mother. However, Kostelnička protects
Jenůfa’s chances for marriage and success by concealing her pregnancy. Kostelnička gets rid of
the child through violence, similar to Cho-Cho San who also resolves her fate in a violent
manner by committing suicide.

Scope and Parameters
Through analysis of both Preissová’s play Její pastorkyňa and Janáček’s Jenůfa, the scope of my
research threads together themes of gender, parentage, and characterization. I analyze the
relationships, actions, and voices of the female characters and their significance. My in-depth
character analysis of Kostelnička and Jenůfa, in Chapter Three and Four, reveal further implicit
gendered and nationalist themes underlying their complicated relationship.
My discussion of gender in this thesis includes nineteenth-century operatic expectations
as often in conflict with forward-thinking Czech feminist values and philosophy. Any form of
artistic expression is viewed by society as inseparable from politics in a politically charged era.
As such, the Czech feminist movement and its art asserted an image of a Czech “Mother
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Nation.”40 The Mother Nation symbolizes the nationalist representation of the Czech people.
Outliving an oppressive and tumultuous past, citizens reaffirmed and asserted themselves
through their nationalist art. This nationalist art incorporates “folk materials” and identity
affirmation in musical nationalisms from Germany, Brazil, Russia, and England. Although
Jenůfa incorporates aspects of nationalism, I focus here mainly on the gendered commentary
within Czech nationalist expression.
Familial and maternal elements in the opera such as these further complicate the
expectations of Janáček’s audience. Preissová’s title, which translates to, Her Step-Daughter,
overtly alludes to relationships with children who are not biologically related. Thus, much of the
opera hinges upon Kostelnička being a mother to Jenůfa, who is not her blood-related daughter.
Ironically, Kostelnička does not biologically experience motherhood, yet takes on a parental role.
Conversely, Jenůfa experiences motherhood biologically, but her role is sabotaged and
appropriated by Kostelnička committing infanticide.
The representations of gender and motherhood in the play and opera reflect aspects of the
personal lives of Janáček and Preissová. Therefore, my scope also addresses issues of biography.
Janáček had previously used stories for his operas that included extraordinary women, and his
personal relationships with women in his life influenced his art, including his intense
correspondence with long-time muse and mistress Kamila Stösslová.41 Being in a complicated
marriage and having ties with women besides his wife meant that Janáček personally
experienced a break in societal expectations for marriage. Janáček also completed the opera
Jenůfa after the sudden death of his beloved daughter, Olga. Further, this tragedy followed the
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death of his young son, Vladimir, which had occurred thirteen years prior.42 His tragedy and
familial turmoil is reflected in Jenůfa’s subject matter and how he chose to set the two main
characters.
Preissová’s biographical situation—as a progressive female writer in a conservative male
society—also influenced her writing. Thomas writes, “Preissová’s interest in the cause of female
emancipation and her strong feelings on the subject can be readily gauged from her
correspondence.”43 Furthermore, Preissová recognized the importance of women’s struggles, a
key theme in Jenůfa. Thomas quotes Preissová saying of Czech feminists, “Our woman […], this
extremely valuable half of the nation, the woman who tries to participate in work and the
struggle beyond the realm of her family responsibilities, in a wider perspective, has to
struggle.”44 Preissová channeled her feminist stance through her characters, thus representing the
struggle of Czech women.
Due to the lack of materials in English on Gabriela Preissová’s life and work I in part
utilize an adaptation of Její pastorkyňa by Timberlake Wertenbaker45 and Jenny Kallick’s
descriptions of Preissová’s play. Wertenbaker, who worked from an unpublished English
translation of Preissová’s play, discusses the liberal license that he takes with Preissová’s work,
catering it to a contemporary European audience.46 He writes:
I do not speak Czech […]. I sat down that night and wrote. I did something I would never
do when I translate. I left the original, let memory filter what it wished and wrote a play
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that interested me. When I finished it, it was indeed very different from the original.
Characters had left, scenes had been changed, but it was still thoroughly rooted in
Preissová’s play. It was an adaptation.47
This poetic approach serves a recreational purpose; however in order to compare the play to the
opera I also look to Kallick. During my score analysis, I draw from the vocal score,48 as the full
score was not available to me. I also rely on the video recording of Jenůfa from 2002 at the
Glyndebourne Festival.49 Using Cheek’s updated and expert translation of the libretto,50 I use this
libretto translation to gain further insight into both the opera and the play, knowing that Janáček
strove to use Preissová’s exact words.

Literature Review
Previous Janáček scholarship focuses on the questions of whether Janáček composed in a
predominantly modernist or nationalist style.51 Providing a useful model regarding biographical
influence and modernism, Nicholas Cook’s work on fin-de-siècle Vienna contextualizes theorist
Heinrich Schenker with regard to modernity and self-image.52 Schenker’s complex identity
influenced his writings and the music he propagated. His theoretical work and writings
represented a specific way of analyzing classical music, very much canonizing works of Bach,

47

Quoted in “Introduction” in Preissová, Její pastorkyňa, 4.

48

Janáček, Jenůfa.

49

Leoš Janáček, Gabriela Sekerová Preissová, and London Philharmonic Orchestra. Jenůfa.
(West Long Branch, NJ: Y Kultur International Films, 2002).
50

Cheek, Janáček Opera Libretti.

51

Ibid.,13.

52

Nicolas Cook, The Schenker Project: Culture, Race, and Music Theory in Fin-De-Siècle
Vienna (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 13.

20
Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms.53 The rise of German nationalism and Schenker’s Jewish
identity seem at odds with each other. Cook analyzes Schenker’s writing about instrumental
music as a navigation of that tension between self and national identity.54 Similarly, Janáček
detailed his compositional and national identity through his own theoretical writing and
correspondence.55 Similar issues apply to Janáček’s identity as both a Czech and a modern
composer. As an ethnic and musical other, Janáček’s work was influenced by these crossroads.
Additionally, Janáček developed his own music theory methods to accommodate his use of
tonality and atonality.56
Czech art and literature represented patriotic ideals in the late nineteenth-century
nationalist Czech nation. The nation attempted to portray an increasingly independent,
progressive, and powerful political image. Alfred Thomas discusses nationalist literature in
reference to body, gender, and sexuality in Czech writing, including feminist authors like
Preissová. Feminist authors’ works, especially, functioned as statements of progressiveness and
liberation of the Czech people. Thomas also discusses the importance of examining literature and
other art through a gendered perspective.57 He argues that scholars concerned with Czech
nationalist context—those investigating a Czech image solely as an anti-German response—
overlooked gendered connotations. Thomas finds this surprising because the Czech nation valued
feminine identities, as emblemized by the fact that the Czech nation is often referred to as a
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female.58 Often women writers were welcomed in their field, as it was expected that femaleness
would help modernize the Czech literary community. However, patriarchical expectations forced
them to write within specific styles tied to femininity, such as idealism.59 Jenůfa reflects this
sense of women at the vanguard of modernism, as Kostelnička and Jenůfa’s subversive positions
provide models for progressive femininity. Vindication and resilience prevail over their expected
demises as a reflection of an enduring Czech identity. Their ultimate survival additionally
heralds a new era of feminist thought where a woman can survive tragedy.
Additionally, Thomas argues that Božena Němcová (1820-1862), a female Bohemian
writer, reflected nationalist interplay and sentiment among Czech peoples. He investigates
fictional/fantastical roles of “Maidens, Barbarians, and Vampires”60 in Czech literature and how
the climate of gender and sexuality was reflected in the relationships between characters. This
attitude reflected the symbolic signifiers of women in writing as either mother or virgin and
contrastingly, men as brutes.61 Furthermore, Thomas compares sexuality presented in such
literature with other literary symbolist imagery.62 He discusses women’s roles, specifically
mothers, as metaphors for the Czech nation in its attempts to win independence and escape from
the Western (German) power.
Thomas argues that the roles of women characters in Gabriela Preissová’s work reflect
the authors’ desires to modernize Czech literature. Němcová was recognized in the 1850s for her
work in Czech modernist circles. However, she does not receive proper acknowledgement in
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contemporary literature reviews.63 Němcová’s work evoked themes of motherhood and rurality,
thus tying her to the feminist Czech movement.64 Preissová’s feminist Czech movement output
followed a couple of decades after Němcová, who had left Preissová a strong foundation of
feminist literature to build upon. She transgressed boundaries in her writing by applying
naturalist themes (seen as a masculine literary trend) rather than idealist themes. Additionally,
she subjected her female characters to tragedy and real-life scenarios. Preissová’s realist work
was not accepted due to the contradiction between her writing style and her gender as an
author.65
The opera’s expression of femininity is revealed through Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s
experiences with gender, motherhood, and setting. Notions of femininity are further evidenced in
the different portrayals between the play and the libretto of these women characters. My model
of nineteenth-century heteronormative comparison reflects research methodologies found in
Susan McClary’s seminal work Feminine Endings.66 Her research illustrates gender constructions
and sexuality in Western music and provides an influential model of interpretation. She
formulates this book to reveal the function of power structures that restrict gender and sexuality
to the heteronormative. She argues further that these power structures manifest themselves in the
harmonic action of the score.67 For example, drawing from rhetorical and cultural expectations of
the seventeenth-century, McClary demonstrates a structure for the musical interactions—based
on gendered expectations—among characters in Monteverdi’s dramatic works. Not only were
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cultural constructions of gender and sexuality prevalent in the compositional material, but the
composer’s own gender and expression of sexuality emanated throughout the work.68 Likewise,
the gendered identities of Janáček and Preissová as artists affected their focus on their characters.
For example, in some ways Preissová created Kostelnička in her own image, as a complex
female character who would break literary character boundaries.
While McClary focuses on melodic and tonal analysis to determine relationships of
harmonic power, I focus on prevailing relationships through characterization and performativity.
McClary details gender roles through expressions of tonality, specifically the dominance of
consonance.69 Along similar lines, I identify the structures of power between the characters and
examine why they are significant and how they break expectations. I investigate how the
perceived empathy for the characters changes between Preissová and Janáček’s
characterizations. Furthermore, my research investigates the agency and ownership of the story
between Preissová and Janáček. As compared with McClary, I focus more on interaction,
characterization, and societal expectations surrounding the time of the opera rather than score
(harmonic analysis, specifically) analysis.
I analyze Jenůfa and Kostelnička through an intersectional lens of gender, motherhood,
and nationhood. McClary provides a framework for intersectional character analysis in her book
Georges Bizet: Carmen. She analyzes Carmen, the strong-willed and liberated protagonist, from
perspectives of gender, race, and class. Carmen fits Clément’s “undoing framework” due to her
varied levels of deviance.70 As a working class “gypsy”— a socioeconomic and racial other—
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and an unmarried woman, Carmen seduces Don José, a Spanish military man. Despite their
interaction, Carmen refuses his resulting advances, citing that she cannot be contained by love.71
Enraged that Carmen does not reciprocate his love, Don José kills Carmen. These events agree
with Clément’s framework as the only resolution for Carmen’s deviance in the eyes of Don José
(representing the hegemony) is death. McClary’s interpretation of Carmen’s character identifies
her multifaceted otherness and the punishment for her deviance.
Village morality complicates relationships among the operatic characters, often requiring
them to adhere to oppressive values. Kallick investigates Jenůfa, arguing that breaking the
boundaries of village morality caused the “terror, guilt, and claustrophobia” that led to
infanticide.72 In Janáček’s opera, Kostelnička, the purportedly virtuous woman, succumbed to the
“lower” village morality, whereas in spite of her sins, Jenůfa transcends this morality. However,
Preissová wrote Kostelnička as having already been subjected to the village morality before
Jenůfa’s story line even begins. In her years prior to Jenůfa’s struggles, Kostelnička was
oppressed by a violent marriage and poverty. Despite her former tragedies, Kostelnička is a
respected elder in the village and entrusted with Jenůfa’s upbringing. Preissová emphasizes
Kostelnička’s actions as commitment to the betterment of Jenůfa’s life. Therefore, Preissová’s
Kostelnička does not fit into a binary in which one simply succumbs, or does not, to the village
morality. Rather, she complicates the moral expectations in her actions and motivations to save
her step-daughter.
Both Jenůfa and Kostelnička are subjected to domestic tyranny at some point throughout
their lives, which influences their actions in the plot. Janáček’s own personal experiences with
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women and their domestic struggles influenced his choices to create opera characters who reflect
this strife. Jenny Kallick investigates domestic roles in reference to Jenůfa, and her study focuses
mainly on women in tyrannical situations and forced marriages.73 Arguing for a more
realistically nuanced approach to domesticity and love in the opera, Kallick investigates how
Janáček’s compositional techniques strengthen or weaken realism and “open up an idealized
domestic world of romantic love.”74 Kallick believes Janáček had sympathy for women in
harmful marriages as his own marriage to Zdenka Schulzová was complicated in itself. Janáček’s
traveling for studying and teaching put tension on their marriage as did the loss of their children.
Eventually Zdenka became so distraught with their marriage after Janáček had affairs with other
women during his travels that she attempted suicide and requested an informal divorce.75
Personal relationships in Jenůfa are inextricably tied to familial relationships.
Motherhood, especially, complicates these roles. Jenůfa herself exemplifies three different
experiences with motherhood due to the absence of her own mother, the birth of her child, and
her tenuous relationship with her step-mother, Kostelnička. Using Jenůfa as a model, Jennifer
Barnes focuses on developmental and familial histories of operatic characters. Barnes states that
for many operatic heroines, links with a family past have been broken and their mothers are
nowhere to be found.76 When the audience is presented with both a mother and baby in an opera
Barnes argues that “almost without exception, one if not both of them, will die.”77 Similarly,
Kallick argues “Would that we could see joyful, serene domesticity, but the stories don’t go that

73

Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” 229.

74

Ibid., 229.

75

Zemanová, Janáček, 101.
Barnes, “Where are the Mothers,” 119.

76
77

Ibid., 120.

26
way. Yet music, in its role as interpreter, shows us that death can both defy and define an
ending.”78 In Janáček’s musical depiction, Jenůfa defies a tragic ending despite the murder of her
child and is able outlive her convoluted relationship with motherhood. Thus, Jenůfa’s struggles
reference a struggling Czech mother land in search of its own identity. Jenůfa’s symbolism
signifies an assertion that femininity and resilience can represent the Czech nation.
Barnes discusses motherhood in opera and refers to the ownership of an opera as a kind
of parentage. As discussed earlier, this comparison reflects Janáček’s step-parenting and coopting of ownership of Preissová’s original story. Barnes points out that during the opera Jenůfa
addresses Kostelnička as “mother” or “step mother” at different points revealing how close she
feels to Kostelnička.79 Barnes also connects parenthood in Jenůfa with Janáček’s own experience
of the loss of his children. Barnes concludes that a hopeful resolution for Jenůfa’s character
symbolizes in part Janáček’s desire for a better life for his dying daughter.
Relationships between Janáček and Preissová’s characterizations shed light on each
author’s sympathetic focus. The respective treatments of Jenůfa and Kostelnička by Janáček and
Preissová reveal how each creator invested differently in the characters. Additionally, the
personal and professional lives of Janáček and Preissová affected their treatment of the
characters. The propagation of Jenůfa’s storyline reflected Janáček’s relationship with his
daughter. However, Preissová desired to feature Kostelnička as a respected, yet also tragic
woman in a time of her step-daughter’s need. Janáček, on the other hand, oversimplified this
nuance; by eliminating possible moments that would elicit sympathy for Kostelnička, Janáček
exerts his agenda over Preissová’s complicated mother figure.

78

Ibid., 120.

79

Ibid., 121-122.

27
Chapter Overview
In Chapter Two, I examine the nationalist and contextual situation of Janáček’s life and
compositional period. First, this chapter investigates the impact of Jenůfa’s surroundings, by
analyzing the political, compositional and personal ties pertaining to Janáček’s composing.
Secondly, I discuss the nationalist implications and influences of Jenůfa and Gabriela
Preissová’s Její pastorkyňa at the turn of the twentieth century. In part, Janáček’s Jenůfa reflects
his nationalist work with folk materials and his integration of both romanticism and modernity.
Furthermore, the characters in the opera reflect circumstances of Janáček’s personal life. I
demonstrate various nationalist, modernist, and romantic characteristics, as evident in language,
story location, and musical elements.
The story of Jenůfa would be nonexistent without Gabriela Preissová, playwright and
acclaimed Czech writer. Her position warrants an investigation into her literary career and the
consequence of the women’s literary movement in the Czech lands. Chapter Two therefore also
examines the influence of Preissová, who stands out as a successful author in a male dominated
literary culture. Preissová’s play, Její pastorkyňa, represents the dramatic, realistic, and
sometimes the grotesque. Due to the Czech Nationalist Revival, Czech literature modernized
quickly and Czech feminist writers were responsible for creating and fueling the nationalist
Czech image. The history of political instability in Czech lands invited new expectations for a
Czech identity, one influenced in the arts by modern femininity.
Women’s roles in operatic and political contexts are reflected in the characterization of
Preissová and Janáček’s two main characters—Kostelnička, the step-mother, and Jenůfa, the
step-daughter. Chapter Three examines Kostelnička’s character and the differences between the
play and libretto version. Her complexity is presented through her simultaneous strength, caring,
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maternal instincts, and violence. These traits break stereotypical characterizations of female
operatic characters. As an older and widowed woman, Kostelnička is allowed agency that a
young unmarried woman would not otherwise have. Daily activities at the mill are run by
Kostelnička, and as “village sacristan” she garners much respect. However, in some ways she is
undone, in manners consisted with Clément’s operatic framework. In Act Two, Kostelnička is
driven to madness and murder out of desperation to secure a marriage partner for her stepdaughter, Jenůfa. She becomes mad with guilt and eventually her crime is exposed to the village.
Following Clément’s framework, the expected “solution” is that Kostelnička would most likely
die a scorned woman for having committed murder. However, she escapes death and is only
taken to jail while Jenůfa forgives her for the horrible crime. My research explores several
reasons for why Kostelnička would be exempt from an undoing.
The characters Jenůfa and Kostelnička cannot be understood alone. The two must be
investigated individually, but also understood in tandem. Chapter Four provides a character
analysis of Jenůfa, the namesake and protagonist of the story. Jenůfa is treated initially in
accordance with Clément’s theory of an operatic undoing. Jenůfa fulfills a typical feminine
model as a pregnant, young, and unwed woman who is taken and secluded away from the village
to have her child. After her child is murdered she is left to deal with the marital expectations of a
young woman, so she becomes betrothed to Laca. On the other hand, ultimately her path toward
undoing is transcended because she exits the opera happily wed.
Jenůfa presents a light of hope and a new framework for femininity at the turn of the
century. Understanding her within the context of Kostelnička’s domination and hegemonic
power, Jenůfa represents the plight of an oppressed Czech identity. Her triumph ultimately
reflects the aspiration, independence, and successful ending for an oppressed nation. Janáček
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also wrote Jenůfa as a model of hope as his own beloved and young adult daughter Olga was
dying. As Olga grew weaker, Jenůfa successfully prevailed; it is clear that Janáček had personal
investment and hope in the characters Jenůfa and Kostelnička.
Chapter Five assimilates aspects of nationalism, gender, and modernism surrounding
Jenůfa. Additionally, I review the methodology of my investigation and tie together Jenůfa and
Kostelnička’s in-depth analyses. Various ties and contextual meanings signify a relationship
similar to that of the Czech nation and the Wester oppressor. Further, I connect this to the
development of a Czech nationalist image. Influencing the development of language and the arts,
this nationalist movement sparked significant output from Czech writers, notably including
women. As women comprised a large portion of those working toward a nationalist image,
Czech nationalism was inextricably linked with gender. Women authors, similar to the women
characters Jenůfa and Kostelnička are bound to societal boundaries and expectations; however it
is their negotiating of these lines that they ultimately assert a new model for Czech femininity.
The new femininity provides foundation for the nation and its identity.
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CHAPTER II
Leoš Janáček and Gabriela Preissová:
Influence of Biography in Fin de siècle Czech Lands
This chapter situates Leoš Janáček and Gabriela Preissová’s creative output in the context
of their respective political and artistic spheres. Stylistic elements and personal relationships in
Janáček’s life influenced his compositional output. Preissová, whose play Její pastorkyňa was
inspired by actual events, was impacted by the quickly developing Czech literary tradition. An
atmosphere of Czech nationalism, modernity, and feminism surrounded both Janáček and
Preissová that valued tradition and codified “Czechness.” Their collaboration and individual
experiences manifest in musical and extra-musical examples throughout the opera. Their
gendered roles in their given fields presents a notable differentiation between the two artists and
their approaches. Regional environments, dialect, and socio-economic status further affected
Janáček and Preissová in dissimilar terms. An examination of the biographies and context reveals
differing attitudes toward creation, character, and music, as they each pertained to Janáček and
Preissová’s circumstance.

Nationalist Context
A Czech nationalist musical style drew on pre-existing ideologies utilized in other Western
European countries. The concept of a nationalist identity is described as an “imagined
community”80 by Benedict Anderson. This represents the bond of people longing for an identity
relating to their community rather than their political or geographical ruling. An imagined
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community is bound by those who adhere to a similar language, lifestyle, and religion rather than
bound by geography. The Czech identity encompassed the people of the Moravian and
Bohemian areas. The nationalist effort of combining both Moravian and Bohemian peoples into
one Czech identity promoted a lack of ethnic diversity. This minimized the variation among
ethnic cultures at the expense of asserting an encompassing national spirit. Rural and outlying
peoples were increasingly excluded in the idea of Czechness in favor of the urban elite. This
divide becomes thematic in Jenůfa. As discussed by Ernest Gellner, the nationalist state seeks to
glorify a nation of mass ideals that excludes difference amongst its peoples.81 The resulting
Czech nationalist style of the twentieth century thus excluded minority populations in the Czech
lands.
This desire for a specifically Czech nationalist identity had begun with the Czech
National Revival movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to illustrate and celebrate
a Czech identity in opposition to the Habsburg rule.82 The Czech lands—Bohemia and Moravia
(the current Czech Republic)—fell under the multi-national rule of the Austrian-Habsburg family
until 1918. This rule created tensions between the ruling and ruled nations. The Revival focused
on language development and literature renewal, leading to an increase in Czech authors and
playwrights, newly asserting the Czech language as a literary form. The linguistic focus of the
National Revival aimed to prevent further Germanization of the Czech lands (and their
language). However, it excluded and did not validate other versions of Czechness, particularily
those who spoke dialects other than the Standard Czech Language and who were ethnically
different, such as Moravians, from the Czech, primarily Bohemian, nationalist image.
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Rather than expressing a unique identity, Czech nationalist identity blended Bohemian,
Moravian, Slavonic, and Austrian elements to appeal to a cosmopolitan audience.83 Aspects
deemed aesthetically pleasing by the elite were tested in the cultural capital of Prague. Gellner
illustrates such promotion of nationalist ideals, which excludes the very people that it sought to
symbolize: “Generally speaking, nationalist ideology suffers from pervasive false consciousness.
Its myths invert reality; it claims to defend old culture while in fact it is forging a high culture; it
claims to protect an old folk society while in fact helping to build up an anonymous mass
society.”84 This is evident in the validation of the success of Czech nationalist elements as
determined by the culturally elite class in Prague.
In this development of nationalist language and literature, the movement for women’s
emancipation and early Czech feminism was inextricably tied to the nation. Thomas says of
feminist ideologies in the Czech lands: “Feminism is not a recent foreign importation; it has its
own deep roots in Czech history and culture dating back to the nineteenth century when women
became active participants in the emancipation movement.”85 Additionally he argues that “there
is less discrimination against women in Czech culture because women played an important role
as writers and as symbols of the nation’s struggle for survival. But here one needs to distinguish
between women as subjects in their own right and as objects of male ideology.”86 As women’s
struggles were so closely tied to the struggles of the Czech nation, they were expected to
conform to a specific nationalist female archetype, notably, a mother archetype. Although this
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sense of nationalist feminism adheres to normative gender expectations, its function in the
discourse surrounding the arts and nationalism is significant.
In this way, Czech nationalist composers purported a falsely cohesive musical style of
Czech people. The Czech nationalist style consisted of elements of dance, Czech language, and
the evocation of the Czech land. Music and dance served to mark important occasions among the
Czech, such as the seasons, religious holidays, or family traditions. Hearing the Standard Czech
Language (versus a local dialect) in musical form was previously unprecedented.87 However, the
Standard Czech Language did not apply to a large group of people as many different dialects of
Czech existed. Also, only the elite, who likely spoke Standard Czech and German, had the means
to access any Czech nationalist production.88 Janáček’s speech melody compositional technique
highlighted the unique sonorities and rhythm of a Moravian dialect. The use of the local dialect
served to be understandable to the people about whom the opera is representing—particularly
those in a rural village. Additionally, the physical land of the Czech peoples functioned as an
important provider and was regarded with nationalist pride. Thus, this pride was reflected in
Czech nationalist music, including that of Janáček, with music attempting to evoke the landscape
and musical works being about or named after the land.

Context in Jenůfa
In the case of Janáček, nationalist ideology permeated character relationships within his opera,
Jenůfa. In my analysis, the tumultuous relationship between Kostelnička and Jenůfa alludes to
the division between the oppressive Western nations and the Czech lands. Amidst the rule of the
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Habsburg monarchy, discordant identities between the ruling and ruled nations led to the desire
for a Czech national identity. Although developed with the intention of representing the Czechs,
the nationalist image was not exempt from Western hegemonic regulation. In Jenůfa, this
relationship is symbolized by Kostelnička’s regulation of Jenůfa’s life, body, and child. Jenůfa
depicts the Czech nationalist state through her subservience. Throughout the opera Jenůfa
follows the commands of Kostelnička who embodies a forceful Western ruling state. Eventually,
Kostelnička’s interventions lead to the death of Jenůfa’s child.
The rural setting of the opera offers a locale significant for its isolation and nostalgia,
both of which signal Czechness. The secluded Moravian village in Jenůfa serves to elucidate
empathy and chronicle rural folk life.89 The two locations of the opera—the outdoor mill (Act 1
and 3) and the indoor house (Act 2) where Jenůfa and Kostelnička are sequestered for the
duration of the pregnancy—represent public and private expectations, respectively. However,
Kostelnička and Jenůfa obscure public and private expectations, exemplifying the benefit of a
rural locale where such boundary breaking happens in isolation.
However, elements such as elaborate costumes and cosmopolitan musical influence
contradict the rural setting. Jenny Kallick describes Janáček as aware of the differentiation and
that he believed “The joining of folk materials with high art […] would help promote social and
national progress in the Czech lands.”90 This contrast between high art and folk life elements
joined together signifies the nationalist discourse throughout the opera.
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This is exemplified in Janáček’s desire to have the cast dressed in their “Sunday best”
attire.91 After the Vienna premiere of Jenůfa, he broke into tears because the cast dressed in
ragged work clothes.92 Figure 2.1 and Figure 2.2 appear93 in the Dover vocal score and in a pressrelease used in John’s opera guide. Janáček desired to set a contrast between the mill work at the
village and the Sunday-best fashion. Kallick elaborates:
The stylistic mixture […] conveys the clash between the village’s conservative
nationalistic tendencies and the advance of modern life. One should bear in mind that
Janáček counted on an elaborate Moravian style of costume to sharpen this irony. The use
of a rather generic mode of rural dress in most recent productions diminishes the irony
that the composer had so carefully mapped on to the folkloristic.94
Additionally, the use and advertisement of these images mark the production and the composer
as nationalist. Kallick further argues that Janáček’s compositional style reflects a tendency to
navigate between modernity and nationalism. This negotiation of stylistic traits and elements of
both high art and folk life highlight his negotiation of the problems within nationalism.
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Figure 2.1 Kostelnička in formal and folk-like costuming
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Figure 2.2 Jenůfa in formal and folk-like clothing at the Metropolitan Opera
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Janáček as Outsider
As an outsider in his personal and professional life, Leoš Janáček drew from varied family
struggles and relationships in his lifetime. The composer developed both musical and nonmusical influences that are prevalent in his works. The people in Janáček’s life who inspired his
works included family members, teachers, composers, and even strangers. The study of
Janáček’s compositional influences necessitates the investigation of his biography to understand
connections between his life and compositions. Likewise, political and national affairs affected
stylistic and thematic aspects of his composing. Furthermore, Janáček was influenced by his
status as an outsider from Moravia while being expected to adhere to a preconceived notion of
Czech-ness.
Isolated by his schooling at an early age, Janáček developed a lonely but hard working
disposition. Early training in the Abbey of St. Thomas in Brno exposed young Janáček to choral
writing and religious thematic material.95 As a talented child, Janáček was expected to train as a
teacher like his male relatives. However, he showed high aptitude for music. The students at the
Abbey experienced a rigorous training schedule with little time for extra-curricular activities.
Growing up away from his family and ostracized by the other children due to his obvious Czech
(rather than German) looks, Janáček developed into a lonely and somewhat problematic student
with firm and often divisive musical opinions. During his schooling, composer and teacher Pavel
Křížkovský became Janáček’s main advisor and financial supporter. Janáček studied choral
singing and organ and piano performance under Křížkovský. From his formative years at the
Abbey, Janáček emerged as a highly-trained organist and choral student. However, his years as
an outcast formed him into a perpetual individualist and loner.
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Despite the poverty of Janáček and his family, he sought further education at the Prague
Organ School where he first began to study composition. Upon Janáček’s departure from the
Abbey, Křížkovský recommended his acceptance to the highly prestigious institution. This move
to a wealthier and more cosmopolitan environment only heightened the differences between
Janáček and his peers. Janáček’s studies in Prague began in 1874 and his Prague tenure was
characterized by compositional development and extreme poverty. Poverty perpetually
challenged the Janáček household and forced Leoš to find his own financial support during his
school years. Thus, Janáček substituted a tabletop-drawn keyboard as he could not afford a real
keyboard himself. During this time, he devoted his studies to composition rather than keyboard
performance; further he began composing vocal works and working as a choral conductor for a
local church. Still a troublesome and opinionated student, the school expelled Janáček for a
critique of his mentor’s piece. Eventually, they allowed him to return to school and he graduated
with the highest honors in his class.
Characterized by the otherness enforced upon him by his peers, Janáček’s early years
teaching and composing included experimentation with what made Janáček different: his speech.
During Janáček’s early training his teachers noted how Janáček spoke with a different accent in
German due to a particular Czech dialect from his hometown of Huckvaldy. Furthermore, he
would formulate his dialect and speech patterns into rhythms and melodies and mimic them in
pieces. Once Janáček returned from his studies in Prague he taught organ at the school that
eventually became the Brno Conservatory. Janáček also composed and conducted local amateur
choirs. One of his pupils included Zdenka Schulzová, a young pianist, who later became his
wife. Unsatisfied with returning to life in Brno, Janáček left for a brief amount of time to study in
Vienna and Leipzig.
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Despite composing in a variety of genres, Janáček’s works did not receive the acclaim he
hoped they would inspire, which led him to explore other compositional genres. His initial
instrumental works did not succeed, which led Janáček to return to his compositional roots of
choral and vocal composing. Janáček was unsure about his success as a composer, but he
revitalized his composing with his return to vocal music and with the creation of his first opera
Šárka in 1887.96 As discussed in Chapter One, Šárka recreated a story of women warriors
recognized as a well-known myth in Janáček’s homeland. Although the opera received no more
attention than his previous works, Janáček felt inspired by his return to vocal material. He also
found inspiration in studying folk song and the use of Czech elements such as language and
stories.
Inspired by other composers who studied and incorporated folk songs, Janáček devoted
himself to collecting Moravian folk songs. Janáček collaborated with philologist and folklorist
František Bartoš. He felt assured that the use of folk material and Moravian influences, such as
language, dance, song, and stories, would be paramount in his future composition after the
positive reception of Lachian Dances (1889), an instrumental piece inspired by the Moravian
Wallachia region. Janáček was so confident in this that he restarted his opus number count after
the success, thereby initiating his period of more mature works. He continued to compose in a
style incorporating personal and regional influences leading to the creation of Jenůfa beginning
in 1896.
Janáček’s personal experiences inspired not only his musical material, but also his
thematic material. Janáček’s marriage to Zdenka was unhappy due to Janáček’s neglect of his
wife. The couple experienced further grief with the death of their young son Vladimir in 1890

96

Ibid., 55-69: this citation refers to early compositional period and nationalist influences.

41
and their adult daughter Olga in 1903. Olga died several months before the premiere of Jenůfa
and Janáček had involved her in the compositional process by reading the score to her by her
bedside.97 Janáček had been drawn to Gabriela Preissová’s play Její pastorkyňa as an opera
because the rural Moravian location and complicated relationships throughout the play paralleled
his own life.98 During the composition of Jenůfa, Janáček saw his daughter Olga represented in
the character Jenůfa’s piety and transformation. Janáček was especially fond of Olga; he was
proud of her educational accomplishments as a young women. She studied Russian and stayed
periodically to study. As a Russophile himself, Janáček visited often and became close to his
daughter. As Olga grew sicker while living and studying in Russia, Janáček wrote redemption
and peace for Jenůfa.99
After the death of Olga in 1903, Janáček became further estranged with his wife, and
began an infatuation with one his friends Kamila Stösslová. Stösslová provided the inspiration
for many of Janáček’s subsequent pieces such as Káťa Kabanová (1921).100 As Janáček’s life
reflected many complicated relationships with women and family, likewise his pieces reveal
similar thematic struggles. Stösslová did not reciprocate Janáček’s feelings; however, they
corresponded frequently. Her ambivalence to Janáček’s desires marked a stark contrast to
Janáček’s dramatic and devoted letters to her. She continued to inspire him as a muse until
Janáček passed away in 1928 of pneumonia.
A Czech nationalist and modernist agenda marked the time during which Leoš Janáček
composed Jenůfa. Critics praised the works of Smetana and Dvořák—both of whom drew from

97

Ibid., 33

98

John, ed., “Jenůfa/Káťa Kabanová,” 140.

99

Zemanová, Janáček, 40.

100

Ibid., 58.

42
the Bohemian tradition—as models for originality and creativity. In contrast to Smetana and
Dvořák, Janáček found personal inspiration and meaning from Moravia rather than Bohemia.
Inspired by his native Moravia, Janáček took pride in its difference from Bohemia and
incorporated the sounds of his local dialect and songs. This stylization was accomplished through
Janáček’s use of the Moravian dialect in his Moravia-inspired work, Jenůfa. Despite the
prevalence of nationalism in music in Europe, Czechness was a new concept popularized by a
fresh and exciting musical style.101
An example nationalist expression in Janáček’s Jenůfa occurs in Act Three, Scene 6,
where the villagers are gathering to celebrate the upcoming nuptials of Jenůfa and Laca. The
chorus sings a Moravian folk song, which was included in Preissová’s original play. The song
wishes blessings upon the couple and happiness for their wedding day. Janáček composed his
own melody to the chorus; however, he kept Preissová’s original verse which was from a
traditional bridesmaid’s song in the Moravian region.102 Figure 2.3 includes the first verse of the
chorus.103
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Figure 2.3 Act Three chorus celebrating Jenůfa’s marriage
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The translation104 of the libretto reveals a maternal and nuptial theme:
Ej, mamko, mamko, maménko moja!
Hey, Momma, Momma, Mommy mine!
Zjednejte mi nové šaty, já se budu vydávati. Ej!
Give me new clothes, I’ll be getting married. Hey!
Janáček’s relationship with modernism is manifested through his compositional style and
influenced by the unique fin-de-siècle context that surrounded him. Janáček’s harmony and style
represents both nationalist and modernist trends; he is often deemed an “old avant-gardist.”105
His works fluctuate between different levels of modernity and nationalism, often incorporating
elements of both. Janáček’s operas reflect several styles such as realism, comedy, and fantasy.
His modernist style reflects similar techniques to Bartók, who incorporated elements of atonality
and dissonance; however, he did not utilize the same modernist techniques of those in the Second
Viennese School. In Jenůfa, Janáček’s use of dramatic intervals, jagged lines, and dissonance in
the vocal line situate him away from Romantic opera composers such as Giussepe Verdi (1813–
1901). Janáček’s orchestration in Jenůfa periodically references opera orchestras of the Romantic
period with his use of a large orchestra, sweeping string melodies, and programmatic and
emotional support for the plot. However, his use of a more modern instrumentation including
piccolo, bass clarinet, and heavy brass and percussion contrasts with previous string-focused
opera orchestras. Janáček’s decision to forgo the traditional opera overture additionally positions
him in a modernist style of composing.
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Preissová, Czech Modernism, and Early Feminism
Gabriela Preissová (1862–1946), born in Bohemia, was a prominent Czech writer despite her
status as a woman and deviation from expected literary norms. She identified as a Catholic who
spent her early life as a supporter of the traditional nationalist Old Czech Party106—a political
organization in support of Czech independence while looking back to traditional Czechness. A
traditional Czech identity rejected the Germanization of Czech culture, often drawing from rural
areas as sources of “authentic” Czechness. In her early adult life, she moved to Moravia and
learned extensively from local Czech-speaking craftswomen and storytellers. She strove to
realize the stories of women from “reservoirs of local traditions and customs”107 in her stories.
While Preissová avoided the bourgeoisie in her daily life, so too did her stories encompass the
lives of “the orphaned, the poor, ethnic or religious minorities, and single mothers.”108 Like
Janáček, Preissová was interested in the plights of minority groups in the Czech lands who were
underrepresented by Czech nationalism. By telling the stories of these women from their point of
view, Preissová aimed to widen the breadth of those included in a Czech nationalism.
Preissová’s literary output and stylistic changes were influenced by her passion for the
Moravian region and women’s rights. While in Moravia, Preissová met with ethnographers like
Frantisek Bartoš, with whom Janáček also worked.109 While sharing her passion for ethnic
Moravian folk culture, she also advocated strongly for a more progressive outlook on feminism.
She often spoke with fellow female authors and ethnographers about the frustrations inherent in
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balancing home and work life. Preissová discussed with a friend and female author about the
struggles of women and work:
This extremely valuable half of the nation, the woman who tries to participate in work
and the struggle beyond the realm of her family responsibilities, in a wider perspective
has to struggle. The greatest spokesman of female emancipation wishes to see his own
wife remain by the family hearth and undervalues other exemplary women.110
As a woman, Preissová battled the stigma of the working woman advancing her career while
sacrificing family life. Another struggle as a female author was dealing with the legacy and
expectation of women to write in an idealist style rather than Preissová’s preferred realist style.
The gendered expectations for Czech writers and the Czech feminist movement
influenced Preissová’s choice of material. Although her significance is often overlooked,111
women were an important part of the expression of Czech identity.112 Furthermore, women
authors and characters were acknowledged as crucial to the Czech feminist movement despite
the tension caused by heteronormative expectations of the women. Preissová’s work Její
pastorkyňa initially failed because a woman had written the tragic and horrifying story.113
Thomas argues that an idealistic writing style was expected of Czech female writers while realist
literature was more commonly written by men. Realism grew increasingly popular in literature,
art, and music, and occupied an important role in Czech arts and literature.114 Thus, popularity as
a realist female author—or a female author writing in a style other than idealism—was
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impossible to achieve. In adopting Preissová’s play Janáček was free to exploit the realist style;
however, he chose to focus on a more romanticized version of Jenůfa, thus subverting
expectations for gender.
Preissová’s fluctuating writing styles of idealism and realism reflected the struggle that
modern Czech women faced. Expected to write solely in an idealist style like the majority of
women European writers, Preissová discovered ways to subvert idealistic norms by writing about
women characters who were often poor or suppressed. However, eventually her works reflected
a realist style exemplified in Gazdina Roba [The Farmer’s Woman] (1889)—which would later
be developed as the libretto for Czech composer Josef Buhuslav Foerster’s Eva (1899)—and Její
pastorkyňa [Her Foster-Daughter] (1890). Initial critiques of her works attacked her choice of
material and style for being too gritty and rebellious for a woman.115 However, now her works
are recognized and highly acclaimed.
Preissová used women-centered texts as a subversive tool to make political statements
about nationalism, otherness, and gender. Iveta Jusová argues that “Preissová thus diverged from
other nineteenth-century Czech nationalists, […] most of whom worked to mobilize a sense of
collectivity and unity within the Czech community by de-emphasizing the inequities and
differences that actually existed in the Czech nation.”116 With the significant growth of female
authors in the nineteenth century and the increasing demand for women’s rights in the Czech
lands, Preissová’s subversive works drew attention and critique.
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Janáček strove to reproduce exactly the language written by Preissová in her libretto to
maintain its linguistic integrity, and consequently created the genre of Czech prose opera.117 The
play illustrates tangled relationships between the characters, especially between Jenůfa and
Kostelnička. However, Janáček reinterprets the characters to fit his operatic agenda. Kallick
explains this change: “The two women have been polarized: Jenůfa is now fully feminized—
passive, pure, the maternal icon; the Kostelnička is defeminized—aggressive, guilty, the ‘odd
woman.’ It is now around Jenůfa that the domestic order will be reconstructed.”118 Preissová’s
text had presented Kostelnička as the focus and in a more sympathetic light; however, Janáček
staged Jenůfa as the protagonist and as victimized by Kostelnička. Thomas attributes this change
to Janáček’s accommodation of nineteenth-century operatic standards. Thomas argues, “Thus
Janáček appropriates a feminist play based on a Romantic plot and turns it back into a Romantic
tragedy whose denouement entails the inevitable madness or death of the heroine.”119 I agree
with Thomas; however, Janáček’s personal life—mainly his hope for the redemption of his
terminally ill adult daughter, Olga’s—suggest the focus would be upon Jenůfa rather than
Kostelnička.
Janáček makes significant changes in terms of characterization in representing
Preissová’s original work. Janáček desired to keep the majority of Preissová’s wording intact.120
Nonetheless, he eliminated entire scenes and repetition of phrases that nuance the characters in
an important way.121 The changes Janáček made reflect his personal agenda to favor his
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sympathetic representation of Jenůfa, thus contrasting Preissová’s more sympathetic
representation of Kostelnička. Kallick argues that “issues surrounding private life and the
domestic are important for Janáček’s musico-dramatic realization of Preissová’s drama.”122 This
adaptation of the material to suit his agenda—particularly to frame the opera as a metaphorical
expression of hope for his dying daughter’s health—echoes the power struggle in the opera
between the two women. Kostelnička’s motivations are distinctively more fleshed out in the play
than in the opera libretto, a decision that results in a more compassionate audience towards the
step-mother in the play.123 As Janáček shifts the focus to Jenůfa he dramatizes the oppressive
behavior against her to evoke more sympathy for the comparatively feminine character. Janáček
changes the plot of Jenůfa by villanizing Kostelinicka, thus creating a binary between the two
women. Due to the assertion of his own model, he reconfigures the original intent of Preissová’s
work.
The re-setting of Preissová’s realist works into operatic forms by Leoš Janáček and Josef
Buhuslav Foerster influenced the latent acceptance of Preissová’s works. Her realist works
garnered authority only once they had been co-opted into male-authored works. The use of
Preissová’s material in Foerster and Janáček’s operas, despite how collaborative it may have
been, exemplifies the shift in expectation for the material due to the gender of the author. For
example, Foerster and Janáček were not held to confining expectations regarding writing style as
Preissová and other female authors were. Although Preissová was initially hesitant about the
setting of Její pastorkyňa as an opera, she eventually allowed Janáček to use her material.
Janáček was drawn to Preissová’s work due to her use of realism and incorporation of his home
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region.124 Jusová argues that “the effect of Preissová’s writing to problematize any simple
nationalist ideology which would seek to flatten out the diversities that coexisted in the Czech
community was strongly reinforced by her choice of settings and vernaculars from her beloved
“Moravian Slovakia.”125 Like Janáček, Preissová was proud of regional differences and promoted
diverse nationalist representation in her works. Nationalist representation became a popular
source of material for the Czech literature community. The role of language, and identity fueled
questions about what defines a Czech work.

Czech Literature
Czech literature in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries influenced the development of
Czech nationalism. The Czech National Revival was a cultural movement aimed to inspire
collective and influence thoughts on culture, language, and national development.126 Struggling
with persistent Germanization, the previous traditional identities of the Czech lands were being
quickly eradicated. The Czech language and local dialects were also forgotten at the expense of
German language learning. Working classes in the Czech lands became increasingly illiterate as
books and documents in Czech were burned in battle.127 Key figures such as Josef
Dobrovský and Josef Jungmann published Czech grammar books and dictionaries to promote the
resurgence of the Czech language.128 With the revival of the language, Czechs found literature
successful to battle the increasingly oppressive Germanization.
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Literature was not only a key factor in Czech nationalism; the role of women in literature
and women’s rights tied directly to the assertion of a Czech nationalist identity. Women
increasingly questioned their lack of rights and fought for their emancipation in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.129 Representations of women in the arts were thoroughly
critiqued and used as an outlet for expressing expectations or subversion.130 However, increasing
in the Czech lands literature about women by female and male authors began exploring questions
of “female revolt against convention and woman’s quest for emotional fulfillment and social
equality”131 more often and unapologetically.
The role of the Czech language fueled a Czech modernism inseparable from questions of
identity, nationalism, and gender. The widespread popularity of women as writers reflected the
notion of women’s surrogacy of the nation. Thomas argues that:
In nineteenth-century Czech literature, national identity was more or less synonymous
with village life, since the towns had become wholly or partly germanized by this time.
Some of the most prominent chroniclers of Czech villages were women. These works
have been read largely for what they have to say about ethnicity and the nations rather
than gender relations; and indeed the female writers themselves were tolerated (and even
encouraged) largely in their capacity as representatives of the national cause.132
Thus, Czech women writers contributed to the nationalist discourse; however, they were only
expected to reproduce the essence of Czechness from its villages. Again, the notion of Czech
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women as mothers of the nation aids the nationalist discourse; however, it also largely eliminates
opportunities for women who desire to write original content, or about topics other than Czech
village life. This expectation affected writers such as Preissová.
Preissová’s work is nationalist due to the use of Czech elements such as language, folk
stories, and locales.133 She developed a vast and diverse knowledge of people in the Czech lands
due to her time spent in Moravia among craftswomen and storytellers. The ways Preissová used
nationalism in literature corresponded with stylistic trends in late nineteenth-century Czech
literature, mainly, idealism and realism. Janáček first utilized one of Preissová’s idealist works
for his opera Počátek Románu [The Beginning of a Romance] (1894). Preissová’s play focused
on light-hearted notions of village life ad courtship. Contrastingly, Gazdina Roba [The Farmer’s
Woman] and Její pastorkyňa [Her Step-Daughter], Preissová’s two most well-known plays
feature naturalist Czech themes in a realist style. These two plays, which Janáček became
interested in, exploit the danger and the repercussions of transgressions in rural life.
The two contrasting styles written by Preissová influenced the musical depiction of her
stories. For example, Janáček’s scoring for The Beginning of a Romance was markedly lighter in
texture and style throughout and utilized spoken dialogue. This contrasts the musical style of his
subsequent and serious operas. The collaboration surrounding Preissová’s realist work, Jenůfa,
especially differed in terms of musical composition. In Jenůfa, Janáček expanded the
orchestration and vocal range to parallel the tragedies and tension in the story. Especially in Act
2, Janáček utilized dramatic interval leaps and unconventional harmonic progressions to signify
fear, guilt, and panic. Like the varying styles of Preissová’s writing, Janáček negotiated musical
boundaries such as modernism and romanticism.

133

Ibid., 76.

53
Janáček’s Musical Influences
Janáček’s vocal setting and instrumentation reflect modernist-leaning tendencies. In his operatic
writing, Janáček generally follows the melody of the Czech speech pattern; however, he also sets
text to dramatic and unexpected intervals.134 Janáček breaks from a romantic opera style and
utilizes innovative voicing and instrumentation for the orchestral parts. The use of two soprano
leads is significant, as discussed earlier, and emphasizes his dramatic vocal writing as both of the
roles feature the same vocal tessitura. Usually the vocal tessitura is spread evenly throughout the
opera cast in a more typical set of characters; however, Janáček utilizes Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s
identical range to emphasize his writing. Without the change in tessitura between characters, the
importance of the dramatic intervals emerges. Additionally, Janáček’s scoring for the opera
consists of piccolo, flute(s), English horn, oboe(s), clarinet(s), bass clarinet, bassoons, horns,
trumpets, trombones, xylophone, timpani, harp, violins, violas, cellos, and string basses.135 This
large orchestra is typical of Janáček’s other compositions; however, the use of the piccolo,
English horn, bass clarinet, and xylophone signify experimentation with new instruments. Part of
this innovation is exemplified in Jenůfa’s opening line, which features a xylophone solo that
becomes a leitmotif representing time.136 This leitmotif returns throughout the opera, often at the
beginning of an act, to sonically mark the passage of time. The xylophone part begins the entire
opera, which is unusual as overtures typically introduce nineteenth-century operas.
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Figure 2.4137 and Figure 2.5138 picture the xylophone solo from the beginning of Act One
and an excerpt from Kostelnička’s jagged vocal line in Act Two. The translation of
Kostelnička’s text reveals appropriately matching thematic material. The xylophone motive,
alternating notes between a minor second set up the entire opera with tension. In the vocals lines,
Janáček portrays tension in the short, recitative-like phrases, that encompass extreme vocal
registers. In Figure 2.4 Kostelnička is referring to Jenůfa’s child who was born out of wedlock.
As her step-mother, Kostelnička feels responsible for aiding her future and is torn about the
solution. She sings:139
Ne…ne Jen ono je na překážku, a hanbou pro celý život!
No…no… It’s just a hindrance, and the shame of an entire lifetime!
Kostelnička’s struggle between her morality and procuring a stable future for her daughter are
voiced in panicked leaps at the top of her range. Her lyrics discussing lifetime shame, revealing
how serious the sin is for Jenůfa. Kostelnička’s high melodic line in this example is accompanied
only by string tremolos. The alternating pitches and wide intervals between the tremolos also
indicate a sense of tension and fear.
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Figure 2.4 Beginning repetitive xylophone motive
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Figure 2.5 Kostelnička’s dramatic and widely-leaping vocal line
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Janáček’s chorus in Act One intersects concepts of sexuality and Moravian influences.
After Števa returns to the village, being relieved of possible conscription to the war, he joins his
friends in their inebriation and they celebrate. Števa convinces his comrades to sing Jenůfa’s
favorite song. However, the song hints at a relationship between the two of them (using the gold
dome as a metaphor for Števa’s blond hair), and Jenůfa reacts embarrassedly. The men tease her
further and break out into a wild and suggestive dance. Janáček wrote the dance in the style of an
odzemek, “a virtuosic, improvisatory dance in two-four time for men”140 The odzemek originated
in Moravia and desiring to incorporate his Moravian ties, Janáček chose to compose that specific
dance rather than the skočná—which originated from Bohemia—as specified by Preissová.
Figure 2.6141 shows verse three and the wild dance after the transition (not shown). The men sing
the strophic verses and speed up, resulting in the culmination of the wild instrumental dance
(shown here as the last image of Figure 2.6)
The men sing:142
Zlatá makověnka důle z veže spadla,
The gold dome fell down from the tower
Moja galanečka do klina ju vzala.
My sweetheart took it in her lap.
Feeling out of place, Jenůfa half-heartedly joins the men although the raucous nature and the
suggestive dance are contrary to her pious nature. Ultimately, Kostelnička enters to break up the
party and forbid the marriage of Jenůfa and Števa.
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Figure 2.6 Act One dance chorus as example of Janáček’s nationalist influences
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Figure 2.6 Continued
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Janáček’s assimilation of compositional techniques in Jenůfa depicts a unique moment in
Czech history, composition, and literature. He straddles borders of romantic and modern styles of
composing. His biographical influences, namely his pride in his Moravian upbringing and his
family affected the subject material chosen for the opera. Similar to Janáček, Gabriela Preissová
was influenced by Czech politics and literary expectations while writing Její pastorkyňa. Her
status as a women writer in the Czech literary tradition was unstable but significant due to her
expanding the boundaries of what women were expected to write. Further analysis of the
characters written by Preissová and scored by Janáček reveal complementing and contrasting
attitudes about representation. Additionally, the trials and successes of lead characters,
Kostelnička and Jenůfa reveal subversive political and social messages.
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CHAPTER III
Perspectives on Kostelnička and Her Motherhood
The Kostelnička
Leoš Janáček’s Jenůfa and Gabriela Preissová’s Její pastorkyňa [Her Step-Daughter] detail the
struggle of two women, Kostelnička and Jenůfa. Familial relationships between them, as the
original title suggests, represent ties through marriage rather than actual blood kinship. Although
not Jenůfa’s blood mother, Kostelnička takes the burden of responsibility for Jenůfa’s success
and womanhood upon herself. Between Jenůfa’s lack of a father and true mother, Kostelnička
negotiates boundaries as a parent, often encompassing both the roles of mother and father.
Kostelnička acts in a similar role with the village. She is both a respected village elder and
keeper of the Buryja family mill, which originally belonged to her deceased husband. The
villagers view her with reverence and respect even while she assumes duties traditionally
associated with elder village men. This position allows her power and agency in the village.
Kostelnička’s positions as both parent and village elder negotiate male and female
boundaries. This gender ambiguity proves all the more significant when coupled with her
respected position. I argue that in challenging normative parental roles, Kostelnička exhibits
ambiguous gendered forms of control that both assert a new femininity and suggest a political
reading for Czech modernity. Ultimately, Kostelnička’s identity as an ambiguous woman
determines her murderous fate.
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Characterization in Její pastorkyňa
Preissová’s play Její pastorkyňa details real-life incidents of disfiguration and infanticide.143
According to Preissová:
The event incorporates two real-life incidents, though much idealized! […] More
specifically: In the first a lad wounded a girl, his brother’s sweetheart, while slicing
cabbage. He wounded her in the face deliberately because he loved her himself. In the
second a woman helped her stepdaughter get rid of the fruits of her love (the girl threw
the baby into the sewer), but I didn’t want to have two murderesses. Jenůfa falls through
love, but she has enough goodwill and strength to live a better life.144
Preissová wrote Kostelnička as an equal dramatic and fully characterized partner to Jenůfa. The
roles of step-mother and step-daughter fueled Preissová’s retelling of the infanticide story. In this
difficult relationship between Kostelnička and Jenůfa, Kostelnička proved able to murder
Jenůfa’s child because of her relative distance as Jenůfa’s step-parent. On the other hand, her
investment in Jenůfa’s future as her parent is what drove her to infanticide in the first place.
Kostelnička’s role as a step-mother establishes her as heroic as she successfully raises a
daughter amongst numerous struggles. Despite the tragedies in the play, Preissová wrote
Kostelnička to be a powerful, respected, sympathizing, and generous woman. The title given to
the character comes from the Czech word “kostel” for church.145 This is signaled by an example
of her generosity in Act 1 occuring when a poor village woman visited Kostelnička’s house, and
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she did not turn her away, but rather provided her with means and encouragement.146 Signaled by
the possessive in the title of Preissová’s play—Her Step-Daughter—Kostelnička is immediately
presented as the main character. She is accompanied by Jenůfa, who seems initially passive and
forgetful.147 As a steadfast woman of virtue and great will, Kostelnička survived an abusive
marriage, the squandering of her possessions, and the death of her husband. The village looked
favorably on Kostelnička’s maternal success and investment in Jenůfa as her own. As her title
garners respect, so too does it reference her generosity and moral goodness.
John describes Preissová’s Kostelnička as the “real heroine” of the story.148 Despite being
left alone to raise her drunkard husband’s daughter Jenůfa, Kostelnička assumed a complete
parental role. Raising Jenůfa to be virtuous, kind, and smart, Kostelnička succeeded while
providing a significant dowry, for which she had been saving for many years. The precarious
parental ground that Kostelnička occupies is reflected in Preissová’s writing of Kostelnička’s
character. In defense of her role as a step-parent, rather than a biological parent, Kostelnička
states to an accuser in Act One “every cat knows how to be a mother even if she has no kittens of
her own.”149 Compelled by her sense of responsibility and love for Jenůfa, Kostelnička risks her
own life to guarantee Jenůfa’s success.
Stricken with fear and guilt, Kostelnička’s turmoil increasingly responds to the tragedy of
her infanticide. Janáček utilizes the previously discussed methods for expressing Kostelnička’s
madness, such as wide intervals, and extreme registers. In Act Two and Three Kostelnička
exposes her inner dialogue during her increased stage time. Kostelnička, practically victimized
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by her own actions, seems unwell as a result of her guilt in Act Three. In contrast to her
previously characteristic strength and gravitas, Kostelnička’s paranoid transformation is jarring.
Preissová’s use of nervous repetition and monologue emphasize Kostelnička’s fractured state.150
By the end of the opera Kostelnička confesses to the murder when Jano, Jenůfa’s young pupil,
finds the dead child and the villagers accuse Jenůfa. She confesses because her maternal instinct
to save her step-daughter outweighs the sacrifice of exposing herself. The villagers threaten to
stone Kostelnička, and instead take her away to jail, even though she was once strong and
respected.
Throughout Její pastorkyňa, Preissová presents Kostelnička primarily in a sympathetic
light. Kostelnička’s tragic relationship and difficult life invite audiences to sympathize with her
situation. Furthermore, Kostelnička desires motherhood but does not have her own child.151 She
raises and provides for Jenůfa as her own daughter despite her own struggles. Jenůfa’s piety,
good nature, and education are a testament to Kostelnička’s parenting abilities. Similar to
Kostelnička in her generous nature, Jenůfa teaches a young village boy to read in her spare
time.152
Tested by Jenůfa’s pregnancy, Kostelnička, out of disregard for herself, commits the
infanticide.153 At this moment in the play the audience sympathizes with Kostelnička despite the
tragic murder of Jenůfa’s child, because this uncharacteristic act for Kostelnička came from a
parental and selfless mind set. In contrast, Janáček chose to feature Jenůfa in his opera, thus
abandoning the sympathetic focus on Kostelnička. The reason, as discussed in Chapter Two, is to

150

Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” 244.

151

John, ed., “Jenůfa/Káťa Kabanová,” 16.

152

Ibid., 16.

153

Kallick, “Janáček’s Jenůfa and the Tyranny of the Domestic,” 250.

67
position Jenůfa as a model of hope for Janáček’s dying daughter Olga, and to comment on Czech
nationalism and possibilities for women in opera. According to Kallick, “Preissová is more
generous in her characterization of Kostelnička, giving her a chance to be understood as acting
out of rational conviction.”154 Due to Preissová’s characterization of Kostelnička, the audience is
able to at least understand, if not forgive, her of infanticide.

Characterization in Jenůfa
Despite Janáček’s familiarity with Preissová’s Její pastorkyňa, he switched the focus of the
protagonists by naming his opera after Jenůfa and villainizing Kostelnička. In order to uplift
Jenůfa as a symbol of hope, Janáček wrote Kostelnička as an oppressor to be overcome by
Jenůfa. Janáček wrote Kostelnička as a contrast to clearly distinguish Jenůfa’s good femininity
from Kostelnička’s evil and ambiguity.
However, Janáček’s opera is often referred to by Preissová’s title Její pastorkyňa in the
Czech lands,155 because the play reached wide acclaim. His conscious renaming symbolizes a
shift in empathy and focus from Kostelnička to Jenůfa. Revisions of the play made by Janáček
for the libretto consist mainly of cutting scenes featuring Kostelnička.156 This elimination of this
material detracts from the effectiveness of Preissová’s writing and characterization of
Kostelnička. Kallick argues that “This reduction in the Kostelnička’s part is paralleled by
significant cuts for Grandma Buryja, Laca, and Števa. Although the Kostelnička, Števa, and Laca
maintain dramatic significance, Jenůfa’s presence becomes dominant.”157 Janáček’s liberty with
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Preissová’s play exhibits his dominance over the operatic production, a dynamic mirrored by
Kostelnička’s control of Jenůfa.
In Jenůfa, Janáček exploits Kostelnička’s parental control over Jenůfa in defining herself
as a villain, thus placing her into an understandable nineteenth-century operatic gender role.
Despite Kostelnička’s complexity in Preissová’s play, Janáček emphasizes her tyrannical actions
as a step-parent. These actions include Kostelnička’s sharp reprimands at the mill, her prevention
of Jenůfa and Števa’s relationship, her removal of Jenůfa from the village to have her baby, and
the murder of Jenůfa’s child. The village declares Kostelnička a “hard woman”158 in Act 1 after
she prevents Jenůfa’s marriage to Števa. Furthermore, Kallick argues that “this hardness, which
Janáček emphasizes, will emerge as irrationality during the next act.”159 Kostelnička’s control in
the village and Jenůfa’s life exemplify her negotiation of male characteristics, thereby
villainizing her further in the eyes of nineteenth-century operatic expectations.
Although Jenůfa and Kostelnička are differentiated significantly by their age and status in
the village—Jenůfa as a young, available woman and Kostelnička as a respected elder and keen
leader—Janáček further differentiates them by their agency and control. Kallick argues that
“Jenůfa and the Kostelnička are thus positioned as an opposed gender pair. Jenůfa emerges as a
passive Nietzschean ‘cultured maiden’; while the Kostelnička becomes and aggressive outcast or
‘odd woman.’”160 In this way, Janáček writes these women characters according to a Wagnerian
binary reflecting the influence of gender expectations for nineteenth-century opera.161 This binary
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between the two women accommodates the need for a hegemonic pair per nineteenth-century
operatic role expectations.
In accordance with Kostelnička’s incorporation of typically male traits, she fits closer to a
male lead role than Jenůfa, and thus is expected to fulfill parts of that male role, such as
providing support for the female lead. As discussed previously, the significance of two female
leads in a nineteenth-century opera manifests in the characters’ control and power relationship.
This is true for both the relationship between men and women generally, and for the relationship
between Kostelnička and Jenůfa specifically. Act Two occurs in Kostelnička’s house secluded
away from the village. The entirety of the act takes place in this domestic space, thus creating a
“tyranny of the domestic”162 as the women must stay in the house. However, the men, Števa and
Laca, are not restricted and come and go throughout the act.
Janáček also differentiates the two women from each other musically in Act Two to
emphasize the nature of their power imbalance. Kostelnička’s tyranny is expressed in Janáček’s
writing of wide dramatic intervals and recitative-like patterns. In contrast, Jenůfa’s vocal lines
typically reflect a smoother lyricism. This is evident, for example, in Figure 3.1,163 an exchange
between the two women after Jenůfa has woken from her drug-induced slumber to find
Kostelnička returning to the house.
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Figure 3.1 Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s differing musical lines
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Figure 3.1 continued
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Figure 3.1 continued
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While frantically looking for her child, Jenůfa discusses Števa and the future with Kostelnička.
Kostelnička regrettably tells Jenůfa that Števa is already engaged to the mayor’s daughter, and
that even though he was willing to pay for everything, he is unable to now because he outcasts
his son. Their dialogue shows the disjunction between the two characters:164
Jenůfa: A což Števa? Mamičko, slibovaly jste me, že pro něho pošlete.
And what about Števa? Mother, you promised me that you’ll send for him.
Ten to musí take vědět
He must also know that.
Kostelnička: Nevzpomínej ho, leda kletbu mu přej!
Don’t think of him, unless it’s to curse him!
Byl tady, když jsi ležela v tom spánku, dítě viděl,
He was here, when you lay in that sleep, he saw the child,
Já před něho na kolena padla
I fell to my knees before him,
Ale on to všechno chtěl zaplatit!
but he wanted to pay for everything!
Jenůfa: Ach Pánbůch mu odpust’
Ah, Lord God, forgive him.
Kostelnička: Tebe že se bojí, že máš to líco pošramocené,
He’s afraid of you because you have that injured cheek
mne se take bojí, že jsem bosorka!
he’s also afraid of me that I’m a witch!
In their exchange, Kostelnička tells Jenůfa that Števa thinks that she, herself, is a witch.
Despite her role in the church, once her negotiation of boundaries is revealed, she is rejected and
fearful of being demonized. The fear of witches has a long history in opera tracing back to
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deviant women who dared to exhibit both masculine and feminine traits, such as Armide and
Medea in the baroque period.165
As seen in Figure 3.1, although Jenůfa’s part contains dramatic leaps, her melodic and
rhythmic lines are legato and lyrical. Jenůfa panics when she hears that Števa came to visit and
laments that Števa would have paid for everything under different circumstances, securing her
child and her own futures. Contrastingly, Kostelnička’s line is faster and choppy; it is similar to
the utterance of text or traditional operatic recitative. Kallick argues that this contrast reveals the
gendered differences during their seclusion.166 Jenůfa is typically marked with traditional
feminine-sounding lyricism, while Kostelnička’s thoughts and actions are voiced in an active and
assertive vocal style. Kostelnička’s powerful line reflects the anxiety surrounding her negotiation
of feminine and masculine characteristics—as seen here in the vocal line.
Although both women are sopranos, the vocal contrast created by Janáček reflects their
power imbalance. Their vocal contrast also aids in the increasing difference in their moral
standing. In this example, Kostelnička’s image as a witch develops, while Jenůfa, more
conventionally, insists upon praying for Števa despite his ambivalence.

Boundaries and Challenging Operatic Expectations
In Janáček’s characterization of Kostelnička, he chose not to follow standard operatic character
conventions. As a step-mother and elderly woman, nineteenth-century operatic conventions
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expected Kostelnička to lack agency and be vocally weak.167 However, Janáček wrote
Kostelnička as a soprano, a role typically reserved for heroines and young women.168 Reflecting
her power and importance in the village, Janáček composed Kostelnička’s vocal lines to be just
as powerful and significant as Jenůfa’s. As mothers, both characters communicate their parental
struggles through vocal lines of equal merit but differing traits.
In the role of step-mother, Kostelnička is expected to adhere to emblematic, rather than
fully realized and active, parenting. Accordingly, the village did not expect Kostelnička to fully
parent Jenůfa. However, as Jenůfa’s mother and father were absent, Kostelnička acted in place as
both mother and father. Typically, mothers were absent from nineteenth-century opera.169 As
expected, Jenůfa’s biological mother is absent from the opera. Kostelnička’s status as an
ambiguous step-mother, as well as an ambiguous woman, allows her to subvert yet also follow
the absent mother trope. Barnes argues that rather, “in opera, when a mother and child
relationship does exist, the mother rarely has that kind of “authority.”170 However, responsible
for young Jenůfa’s success in life, Kostelnička understood and fought for Jenůfa’s only secure
option, marriage. Thus, Kostelnička risked even her own well-being to ensure Jenůfa’s
prosperity.
Despite Kostelnička’s seemingly proper parental actions, she breaks from expectations
for motherhood and women through her act of infanticide. After Števa’s refusal to paternally
claim the child, Kostelnička was desperate to find a spouse for Jenůfa. Thus, his denial situated
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Kostelnička as torn between needing to secure lifetime support for her step-daughter and risking
the life of Jenůfa’s child. For the sake of Jenůfa’s future, Kostelnička, lied to Laca about Jenůfa’s
child. Despite Kostelnička’s strong sense of morality and protection of her family, she commits
the serious crime. She rationalized her crime as sacrifice for security. Aside from her status as a
woman expected to adhere to operatic standards, she had previously set a precedent for moral
actions, which makes her atrocity even more appalling.
In addition to breaking the boundaries of motherhood and operatic function, as mentioned
above, Kostelnička shatters expectations for female vocal writing in a nineteenth-century opera.
Janáček wrote Kostelnička’s role to be played by a dramatic soprano171 who could execute the
emotionality of her vocal line with precise finesse. Janáček’s writing for Kostelnička’s role
features wide and jagged intervals grasping at the edges of tonality, extreme registers, and
syncopated rhythms. This differs from the smooth and lyrical lines for women characters of his
operatic contemporaries, such as Giacomo Puccini. For example, as Kostelnička falls further into
madness in Act Three, so too do her prayers become twisted into curses and obsessive
utterances.172 Vocally replicating her status as a mad, she is yet again marked as a witch. In
Figure 3.2173 from Act Three one can see the repetition in her line extending into dramatic
registers.
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Figure 3.2 Kostelnička voices madness
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Further, the animated interval movement serves to displace a clear key in the listener’s ear and
emphasizes Kostelnička’s histrionics. The following translation174 reveals the panic and
helplessness Kostelnička feels after committing the crime. Repeating sixteenth notes in the
orchestration contributes to the tense and panicked feeling. Kostelnička sings:
Já bych tím
By doing this,
jí život vykoupila
I would redeem her life
a Pánbůh on to nejlépe vi,
And the Lord God knows
Jak to všecko stojí
Best how everything stands
Despite her invocation of the Lord, Janáček marks Kostelnička’s vocal line with tension and
madness that obscures in ways the nature of her prayer. This obscurity appropriately marks her
again as a witch as she continues to go mad. The sacrilege of her prayers and her increasingly
accursed manner differentiate Kostelnička from Jenůfa’s piety.

Feminine Agency and Control
Although Kostelnička utilizes her agency and control in a murderous way, her ability to
command such power is progressive for nineteenth-century opera. Nineteenth-century opera, as
discussed previously in Chapter One, expects its women to adhere to contemporary gender roles
that required women to be passive and controllable.175 These gender roles do not account for
leading operatic women having the capability for murder. However, Kostelnička’s age and
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church position in the village signal that she is already in a unique situation. Each of these factors
signify her gender ambiguity in addition to the accusations of her madness and witchcraft.
Kostelnička’s power is permitted because there is a lack of an apparent male leader, not
only in the opera as a whole, but also in the village. Although the Mayor is the official leader of
the town, he is typically absent176 and does not provide moral leadership. The other male
characters Števa and Laca are equally unaccountable; rather than establishing order, they are
often the cause for Kostelnička and Jenůfa’s hardships.177 For example, Kostelnička’s marriage
to Jenůfa’s father, Tomas Burja, turned abusive while Tomas squandered their money on
alcohol.178 His absence left Kostelnička to fend for herself and her step-daughter Jenůfa, so she
began working at the church.179 Kostelnička earned respect as she rose to higher positions in the
church and became fully identified with its morality (as emblemized in her name) all while
surviving an abusive marriage while caring for her step-daughter. The village awarded their
respect and acceptance of her as they saw her hard work and her success in rearing Jenůfa.
Furthermore, Kostelnička’s ability to assert agency is aided by her ambiguous parental
role as a step-mother rather than biological mother. In the role of a step-parent, familial
boundaries are negotiable. This negotiable space allows for Kostelnička’s parental actions, such
as educating Jenůfa, providing her with a significant dowry, preventing her marriage to Števa,
and eventually the murder of Jenůfa’s child.180 As previously mentioned in this chapter,
obtaining critical biological distance from Jenůfa is paramount for Kostelnička’s capacity for
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infanticide. Jenůfa’s view of Kostelnička’s ambiguous parental role changes according to how
“parental” she acts. Throughout the opera, Jenůfa refers to Kostelnička as “mamičko [mother]181
consistently except at the end of Act Three when she exclaims “Vstaňte, pěstounko moja!”
[Stand up, Stepmother!].182 Her sudden decision to call Kostelnička by a different, more formal
title signifies her betrayal of Kostelnička who was like a biological mother to her. Additionally,
in her moment of accusation, Jenůfa shows a desire to distance herself from Kostelnička who
killed Jenůfa’s child.
Kostelnička’s negotiation of agency and control as a woman asserts a new idea of
femininity. Her ambiguity in crossing gender boundaries redefines her role as a lead female
character. Operatic femininity had previously not accounted for women with any agency or
control, let alone for women characters who had committed a crime. Her role as a female lead
redefines staged femininity in opera.

Symbolic Resolution and Nationhood
Kostelnička’s resolution at the end of the opera is a symbolic, yet unfulfilled consequence of her
gender ambiguity as she is both condemned and forgiven. At the end of the opera, her status is
unclear, just as her gender traits were indeterminate. According to Kallick, Kostelnička has “no
legitimate place in the domestic order”183 as a result of her gender obscurity. This negotiation of
gender positions Kostelnička into Clément’s undoing framework. As discussed in Chapter One,
Clément argues that all women in nineteenth-century opera who are deviant—having committed
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acts or having characteristics that are outside of the structure of nineteenth-century gender
expectations for women—will die at the end of the opera. According to Clément’s theory,
Kostelnička’s act of infanticide, leadership role in the village, and use of control categorize her
as deviant. However, Kostelnička escapes death at the end of the opera; instead she is led away
with the Mayor to jail. Although Kostelnička survives, her ending is ambiguous—she is neither
redeemed nor punished.
Although Kostelnička’s ending is ambiguous, her increasing madness in Act Three is
evidence of her self-sacrifice of her sanity. While Kostelnička committed the infanticide out of
care for Jenůfa, she surrendered her good judgment and rationality as a result. A powerful and
respected woman, she was not exempt from her guilt. She represents a femininity that must
choose between having the strength to make and survive a difficult decision or living in
ignorance. These options are not consequence-free as seen in Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s
tribulations.
Ultimately, Kostelnička’s resolution blurs the lines between condemnation and
redemption. As a political symbol of hegemony, she can neither be condemned or redeemed for
the sake of a fragile Czech nation attempting to establish independence. Both in Preissová and
Janáček’s work, Kostelnička is tortured through madness as a penance for her infanticide.
However, her ending allows Jenůfa to survive and transcend the family’s struggles.
For Kostelnička, her power as an operatic woman with agency not only re-shapes the
discourse on femininity in opera, but also molds her symbolic national representation. She
represents Habsburg Austria and other European nations who prevented the Czech lands from
operating as an autonomous nation. Although female, Kostelnička represents the hegemony due
to her negotiation of masculine agency and control. Holding significant weight in her Moravian
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village, Kostelnička’s regulation of the daily activities at the mill are respected.184 Likewise, her
condemnation of the potential marriage between Jenůfa and Števa’s is uncontested and final.185
As Kostelnička represents the hegemonic oppressor, so too must her ending be an
appropriate symbol of the hegemony’s persistence. Political representation though a femalecentric realist work clarifies the state of women in the represented nation. Thomas argues, “Thus
in Czech women’s representation of village life, idealistic and realistic modes come to coexist in
an ambiguous tension with each other. This formal incongruence is inseparable from the
impossible realization of the authors’ ideal of the national collective with a realistic portrayal of
their social experience as real women.”186 Likewise, political representation in the opera requires
a nuanced resolution.
Jenůfa’s desire for independence reflects the sentiments of the pre-World-War-One
Bohemia and Moravia. The people of the Czech lands desired to be an independent nation;
however during the Revolution of 1848 Bohemian rebels were defeated by Habsburg Austrian
nationalists.187 Like Jenůfa, the Czechs were at the hands of their oppressor. Thus, Jenůfa
represents the growing desire for a separate Czech nation. Positioning Jenůfa as the symbolic
hope for success in the autonomous Czech lands and Kostelnička as the oppressor, justifies in
part Janáček’s focus on Kostelnička’s villainy. Symbolically, the two female leads represent the
desire and struggle for an independent Czech nation.
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CHAPTER IV
Characterized by Hope:
Jenůfa’s Transgressions Transfigured
As the protagonist, Jenůfa embodies several projections of hope in Jenůfa. In part, these
projections of hope serve to express socially gendered points of view. However, they can also be
read as a reflections of personal and political perspectives. Representing symbolic femininity,
Jenůfa socially challenges expectations for struggling women or those who endure tragedy.
Additionally, her character was inspired personally by the hope that Janáček placed in the
strength and healing of his daughter Olga, as previously discussed in Chapter Two. As Olga’s
terminal illness became apparent, Janáček wrote Jenůfa’s ending to reflect the salvation for Olga
that she never experienced. Further, Jenůfa represents a hope and perseverance for the Czech
nation and its people as she transcends her oppression. The long-suffering Czech nation under
the Habsburgs had endured the erasure of their culture and the Germanization of their lands.
Ultimately, Jenůfa’s message of transfiguration speaks to strengthening modern femininity
against struggle and outlasting tribulation. Additionally, as an opera heroine, Jenůfa outlives her
expected death called for by nineteenth-century gender expectations, giving a voice and offering
hope to future operatic protagonists.
Jenůfa’s actions do not stand alone in the opera as her step-mother, Kostelnička, is
summoned as her operatic partner. Jenůfa’s unique position in the opera as both a step-daughter
and mother, however briefly, signifies her as more whole than Kostelnička, who occupies an
ambiguous familial relationship. Ultimately, this distinction affects the fate of both women.
Together they command the opera as leads, unusually so without a male, as previously discussed
in Chapters One and Three. Jenůfa transgressed social norms by bearing a son out of wedlock, a
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sin for which she was expected to pay with her life. According to Clément’s framework,188 a
deathly punishment was expected of those women who transgressed nineteenth-century societal
gender expectations. However, Jenůfa and Kostelnička survive the opera due to their crossing of
masculine and feminine boundaries.

Jenůfa’s Undoing
Jenůfa’s actions apparently warrant an operatic undoing; however she is also characterized as
virtuous and moral. Although transgressive, her pregnancy is not her only defining characteristic.
Her seemingly contradictory traits reveal Janáček’s hope and sympathy for the character. For
instance, the opera begins focused on Jenůfa at work while she daydreams. Act One sets up the
beloved nature of Jenůfa as an educated, kind, and moral young woman. For example, a young
boy in the village, Jano, runs up to her in Act One to exclaim his excitement at understanding the
prose written in a book.189 Jenůfa, who had been teaching the young boy to read, beams with
pride at the excitement of her student, exhibiting her maternal instinct and generosity.
Furthermore, Jenůfa’s beauty is well-known throughout the village. During Act One, Števa’s
step-brother Laca agonizes over falling in love with Jenůfa, knowing that she is with Števa. The
beauty of her face and especially her round “apple-like” cheeks190 overwhelm him to the point of
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rage where he slices her cheek with a knife. Jenůfa’s beauty also signifies her virtue as a proper
woman according to nineteenth-century gendered expectations.191 Hutcheon argues:
The unbeautiful is often marked in our language in terms of its failure to form: deformed,
malformed. […] deformed or mutilated bodies were ugly, ‘for they lack the required
proportion of parts to the whole.’ […] An absence of proportion therefore is believed to
signal an absence of moral good, if not the presence of utter depravity.192
Thus, with an act of disfiguration, Jenůfa’s desirability, beauty, and goodness is destroyed.
Throughout the opera, Jenůfa prays to the Virgin Mary, most notably in her aria in Act
Two, which is devoted to her hoping for success and health for her newborn son, Števa.193
Jenůfa’s virtue also validates Kostelnička in her parental role, which the villagers had previously
doubted due to her position as a step-parent. Like Jenůfa, Kostelnička also prays for assistance,
reconciliation, and divine intervention to aid her and Jenůfa’s struggles.
Both Kostelnička and Jenůfa pressure each other to be better women according to societal
expectations. Jenůfa felt pressure to succeed, lest the village view Kostelnička’s parenting job as
a failure. Thus, her transgression drove her to desire a marriage to Števa desperately once she
found out that she was pregnant. If Jenůfa failed to procure a marriage prospect, then both Jenůfa
and Kostelnička would be shamed. As I have established, Clément’s framework of expectations
for nineteenth-century operatic women categorize pregnancy out of wedlock as deviant and
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cause for death. Instead of being condemned to death,194 Jenůfa escapes her fate and transcends
her precarious state through marriage, a thorough assertion of an expected and proper femininity.

A Brief Motherhood
Although both women pressure each other, ultimately Jenůfa inadvertently pushes Kostelnička to
the point of moral ambiguity and forces her to become murderous. Content with her situation as
a single mother and uninterested in marriage, Jenůfa is transgressive due to her lack of marital
desire after giving birth. After Jenůfa has her baby, she finds fulfillment as an unwed mother
despite the stigma, and only desires to take care of her child. Her focus on mothering her
newborn son, Števa, replaces her earlier desire to marry the adult Števa. At this juncture, Jenůfa
refuses to concern herself with a traditional marital resolution, despite her status as a single
mother. This decision affects her well-being in the village; without a husband the village is likely
to shun Jenůfa and reject her child due to his illegitimacy.
Furthermore, Jenůfa is not offered any marriage proposals due to her status as an
unmarried mother. Not only does this position Jenůfa problematically within the social hierarchy,
but it severely limits her chances for success due to the lack of a male, financial provider. Due to
the stigma of working women and unwed mothers, Jenůfa is unable to provide for herself and her
child. Additionally, Jenůfa is only able to rely on Kostelnička’s generosity and support
temporarily. Kostelnička’s infanticide ultimately pressures Jenůfa to agree to marriage, thus
securing her future. Jenůfa simultaneously represents expectations for women, including those
who symbolize the virtuous Madonna, and those who symbolize the transgressive whore.
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Jenůfa challenges the Madonna/whore paradigm. In terms of motherhood, the Madonna
represents the virtuous and humble motherhood of the Virgin Mary, while the whore represents
deviant motherhood.195 Conceiving a child out of wedlock positions Jenůfa as a whore within the
paradigm. However, her previously established virtue and desire to be a good mother challenge
the diametric category of whore. Likewise, her parallel to the Madonna is challenged with her
unexpected pregnancy. The birth of the Christ-child, symbolically as Jenůfa’s child, represents
both her salvation and sorrow. Such Christ-figure references to Jenůfa’s child are underexplored
in academic literature. Barnes argues that, usually, when a child is born during an opera, it is
male, and typically he does not survive.196 She states that:
In opera, mothers of babies are either losing their child or losing their life. Perhaps not so
incidentally, most of the children born to opera mothers are male, yet […] it is the young
women, still living at home, with no mother in sight, who generate the story. These girls
may grow into motherhood, but in opera it would seem a dangerous occupation.
Moreover, who will be their role models?197
Perhaps the impact of the male child’s brief life only exists to strengthen the moral resolution of
the mother. As the Virgin Mary mourned the loss of her child, so too did Jenůfa. Ultimately, both
women created and birthed their salvation, only to experience sorrow at its sacrifice.
Although in a desperate situation, Jenůfa is oblivious to impending struggle as she
blissfully transitions into motherhood. In Act 2, in support and praise of her child, Jenůfa sings a
prayer to the Blessed Virgin as a symbolic and hopeful gesture. Jenůfa prays that her child Števa
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will be secure and healthy.198 Figure 4.1199 features a line from her aria, now colloquially known
as “Jenůfa’s Prayer,” which demonstrates Jenůfa’s range of styles in her aria. Her devotion and
position as a new and unwed mother parallel aspects of the Madonna. Jenůfa recites the “Hail
Holy Queen” prayer and ends with her own intention. Jenůfa’s prayer is both liturgical and
personal interjection. The liturgical portion follows the more lyrical and calm melody, while her
own intention is sung on-edge and in a frenetic manner. In this instance Jenůfa, as a
representation for the Madonna, replaces the rest of the prayer acknowledging “the blessed fruit
of thy womb, Jesus” with pleas to protect her own little Števa. Beginning at the third line in the
example it is evident that the melodic and rhythmic style is drastically different than the lyrical
phrases before it.
The changes in melodic and rhythmic structure occur as the text (see translation below)
changes from prayer to personal intention. However, when Jenůfa transitions from the liturgical
text to her intention for her child Števa, her line becomes rhythmically and melodically frantic.
In the complete Scene VI, this style of singing bookends the lyrical style of the prayer, thus
emphasizing its importance. Additionally it symbolizes Jenůfa’s changing state of mind and
panic while praying for her child. Beginning at the third line of the example, it is evident that the
melodic and rhythmic style drastically differ from the lyrical phrases before it.
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The changes in melodic and rhythmic structure occur as the text (see translation below) changes
from prayer to personal intention. However, when Jenůfa transitions from the liturgical text to
her intention for her child Števa, her line becomes rhythmically and melodically frantic. In the
complete Scene VI, this style of singing bookends the lyrical style of the prayer, thus
emphasizing its importance. Additionally it symbolizes Jenůfa’s changing state of mind and
panic while praying for her child. The text is part liturgical prayer and Jenůfa’s supplication to
the Virgin Mary. 200 She sings:
ó milostivá, ó přivětivá,
oh gracious, oh kind
ó přesladká Panno Maria
oh, sweet Virgin Mary!
a Števuška mi
And little Števa protect
ochraňuj a neopúšt’aj
for me and do not abandon
mi ho, matko milosrdenství
him for me, Mother of mercy!
Religious themes prevail throughout Jenůfa, and additionally position both Kostelnička
and Jenůfa’s child in a sacrificial role. In this sacrificial role, Jenůfa’s child assumes the position
of a Christ-figure. Kostelnička’s status of respect and authority in the village church parallels her
god-like power; further she enacts divine intervention by taking little Števa’s life into her own
hands. Similar to the sacrifice of Christ to free the world of original sin, so too does Števa’s
death absolve Jenůfa’s of her premarital pregnancy. Jenůfa would not be able to attain a marriage
offer without the elimination of her child—the evidence of her sin. Additionally, if Jenůfa had
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not married at all, the death of her child would have been in vain. The sanctity of little Števa as a
Christ-figure helps to balance the obscenity of infanticide.

Domestic Expectations
Domestic expectations drive Jenůfa’s experience through all three of the acts. Jenůfa is forced
into a domestic exile while giving birth to her child, secluded from the village in Kostelnička’s
house. Kallick argues that Kostelnička’s house serves as a tyrannical space where the power
imbalance between Jenůfa and Kostelnička are exhibited through their vocal lines and ultimately
cause the death of Jenůfa’s child. Kallick explains, “We encounter Jenůfa and Kostelnička
imprisoned in the primary domestic space—the home. Jenůfa’s essential feminized nature
determines her expressive mode […] she is completely collapsed into the role of the essential
domestic female.”201 However, the domestic spaces serve an additional purpose. While Kallick
argues that the domestic space provides a tyrannical and harmful environment for the women, I
argue that this domestic space, removed from village society, provides a place of opportunity
controlled by the women themselves. Kostelnička and Jenůfa’s seclusion away from the village
allows them to act in ways that are free of public gendered expectations outside of the house.
This internal place allows for the agency of the women characters.
Additionally, in this space, the musical narrative becomes more reflective and intimate
rather than expository. By nature, due to the literal location of the characters in Act Two, the act
focuses on exchanges between, and inner dialogues of, Jenůfa and Kostelnička. Much of the
action during the act is limited to just the two women characters. The only outsiders in the act are
Števa and Laca, who visit the house briefly. Act One and Act Three, in contrast, feature many
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other external characters in the village and take place outside in a public space. During the first
and last acts, the music also features more ensemble numbers including dances and a folk song
chorus. Act Two however, features no ensemble musical numbers. The domestic space literally
quiets all of the outer voices to allow Jenůfa and Kostelnička to interact in an exclusive manner.
Janáček uses this space of musical possibility by experimenting with boundaries of vocal line,
recitative, and aria, blurring expectations for each.
The freedom that the domestic sphere provides allows the women to act in ways
prohibited to them in the outside world. Further, this place of possibility renegotiates the roles of
women more broadly. Domestic space provides a place for Jenůfa to revel privately in her
unmarried yet maternal state and, in turn, for Kostelnička to extinguish Jenůfa’s motherhood.
However, as Act Three re-enters the village, external expectations return once again. Here Jenůfa
and Kostelnička must re-place themselves within the hegemony.
Both metaphorically and literally in the action and spacing of the opera, exiting the
domestic sphere requires a marital resolution for Jenůfa. During her time at Kostelnička’s house,
she had inquired only about Števa seeing his son, rather than the possibility of a marriage to him.
Although Jenůfa does not acknowledge her need to be married to a provider, Kostelnička
recognizes that marriage is the only resolution to provide for Jenůfa’s security. In Act Two,
Kostelnička attempts to convince Števa to commit to Jenůfa, despite her prevention of their
betrothal in Act One. However, when Števa visits Kostelnička, he is already engaged to the
Mayor’s daughter and he has no desire to acknowledge his son. Therefore, with Laca as the only
possibility for Jenůfa’s success, Kostelnička knows she must lie about the child’s existence in
order for him to propose to her step-daughter.
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The possibility that Jenůfa might survive without marriage poses dangerous challenges to
social norms of the nineteenth century. Ultimately, any trace of the woman’s domestic freedom
from Act Two requires elimination. The persistence of Jenůfa as an unwed woman would be
dangerous because her lifestyle would blatantly ignore expectations for her to marry. Further,
this choice would advertise the threatening notion that men are expendable. This challenge is
further paralleled by the opera casting in itself, with two female leads and no strong male
characters. Jenůfa thus must be reintegrated into society through her marriage to Laca.
Eventually Jenůfa struggles with the repercussions of her previous misdeeds during her
relationship with Laca. Both Laca and Jenůfa forgive each other’s sins—his being the
disfigurement of her face, and hers being the birthing of Števa’s child. However, they are
reminded of Jenůfa’s transgression when her child is found buried under the ice. After their
initial shock and grief, Jenůfa and Laca find renewal and hope within one another in their final
duet. Barnes states:
The final scene begins calmly, with Jenůfa’s voice rippling over the orchestra. And as
Laca and Jenůfa discover hope in their future, the phrases, like waves gathering strength,
grow longer and higher, each more powerful that the last, until Jenůfa is able to say to
Laca ‘Oh come! Oh, come! The love that I feel for you in my heart tells me that God at
last has smiled on us!’202
Their dependence upon each other aids their transcendence of the horror of the infanticide. John
regards their resolution as the ethical ending to the drama.203 He remarks:
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Only at the end of the play is she [Jenůfa] raised from her passivity: she persuades Laca
to make friends with Števa, and she shows a determination to create a new life for herself.
Even if she seems to be aware that her life with Laca will be full of strife her consent to
marriage seems sudden. Preissová later realized that this was a rather facile solution and
[…] she made considerable changes in the final scene. Jenůfa admits that she will never
forget her sacrificed child and only agrees to marry Laca when he promises that he will
share her suffering.204
In this way, Jenůfa eventually embodies the Virgin to whom she prayed, virtuous and
suffering the loss of her child. Like Mary, Jenůfa finds her child’s father absent, so she marries a
symbolic father. Jenůfa continues to reinforce Marian symbology while negotiating a new model
for marriage. Even while Jenůfa breaks away from aspects of gendered expectations, she
maintains parallels to the revered Madonna. Although Jenůfa’s suffering due to the death of her
child is clear, she is reliant on the success of her marriage to Laca. This marital solution allows
Jenůfa to break from the previously mentioned Madonna/whore binary and assert a new
alternative femininity. Her example of survival, despite her improper womanhood by nineteenthcentury gender expectations, allow other women to do the same.

New Framework of Femininity
Jenůfa’s mediation of binaries and dualities in her life allow her to assert a new encompassing
femininity. The character Jenůfa exists as a unique moral compass in the opera; however, this
does not prevent her multiple tragedies. Unlike the majority of nineteenth-century women, she is
pious despite her sins. Her relationships with other characters further distance her from an ideal
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womanhood as she is denied marriage to Števa, physically disfigured by Laca, and must
reconcile the loss of her child murdered by Kostelnička. Although tragic, Jenůfa exhibits
strengths in juxtaposition to her losses. These juxtapositions are represented in her strength as a
devout and educated woman who despite her disfiguration is married. Her dualities allow her to
transcend her losses and provide a new framework of femininity. Jenůfa’s amnesty symbolizes a
resolved effort to redefine previously exclusive nineteenth-century femininity.
Jenůfa’s struggle to find a place within nineteenth-century Czech feminism reflects the
broader role of gender in the context of Czech nationalism. Czech women, including artists and
writers, were often accepted as proprietors of Czech nationalism; however, they were not exempt
from the harmful gender expectations of their society. Thomas argues that:
An important feature of Czech women’s historic oppression has been their frequent
collusion in their own discrimination, a problem highlighted by the dramatist Gabriela
Preissová in her correspondence with friends in the 1890. The same kind of internalized
misogyny characterizes many responses by contemporary Czech women, […] who
equate their own identity with their biological role as mothers and their symbolic role as
‘mothers’ of the nation.205
However, Jenůfa’s successful boundary-crossings surrounding femininity are more meaningful
because she has been tainted. Although made imperfect by her struggles throughout the opera,
Jenůfa survives. Symbolically as a reference for the Czech nation, Jenůfa represents their
struggles and their sense of identity, strengthening their resolve to overcome adversity.
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Jenůfa’s Hope and Transcendence
Ultimately, Jenůfa’s alternative femininity results in acceptances and transcends the expectations
of nineteenth-century operatic audiences for her to be fatally punished. As discussed at the
beginning of this chapter, her survival provides hope mainly in three ways. Jenůfa provides hope
for Czech redemption, for a modern and encompassing femininity, and for the redemption of
Janáček’s lost daughter.
Jenůfa’s hope for Czech redemption relies on her position as a representative as the
“mother-nation.” Despite the strife with her step-mother Kostelnička, symbolically representing
the Western oppressors, Jenůfa emerges as forgiving and renewed. In Janáček’s time, the Czech
nation desired to be released from the hold of Western oppression to govern itself and command
its own people. The increase in Czech literature and art at the end of the nineteenth century also
worked toward this assertion of identity. These works often forefront women and feature the
strength of the nation in an increasingly cosmopolitan environment.
Jenůfa’s hope for modern femininity places her in a timely position for European
feminism. Working toward the first wave of feminism at the end of the nineteenth-century,
Jenůfa provides a model for an encompassing femininity.206 The resilience of Czech femininity is
shown through Jenůfa’s ability to negotiate varying levels of womanhood.
Additionally, Janáček utilizes Jenůfa’s hope as a surrogate for his terminally ill daughter
Olga. Barnes argues:
The opera’s beatific resolution is Janáček’s courageous farewell to Olga. Janáček altered
the ending of Preissová’s play, which emphasized Jenůfa’s fear of the upcoming trial and
the loss of her child. […] In that moment, Janáček found the power to obliterate Jenůfa’s
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pain. While Olga would die, Jenůfa would survive, even triumph over, her circumstances.
In his radiant postlude, Janáček goes beyond resolution. His faith in Jenůfa’s future
resounds in the blinding force of this love for Olga.207
Had Janáček’s daughter not been ill, Jenůfa might have been operatically resolved in a similar
manner to how she was resolved in Preissová’s play—married, although hesitant and anxious.
Alternatively, Jenůfa could have been resolved according to nineteenth-century operatic
expectations for deviant women—judged for her crimes and succumbing to death.
Throughout the opera, Jenůfa repeatedly exhibits higher moral standards than the
morality of the village. Providing hope, and negotiating gendered and moral boundaries,
ultimately provides for Jenůfa’s survival and transcendence. Although Jenůfa outlived her young
child, she also outlived nineteenth-century opera expectations that called for her death as
punishment for her transgressions. Her survival outlines a new possibility for women opera
characters and women in oppressive societies. Rather than being forcibly categorized into a
binary, Jenůfa shows that women can renegotiate boundaries of identity and womanhood.
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CHAPTER V
Reinforcing Resilience
Leoš Janáček’s experience as a Czech composer influenced his compositions and choice
of operatic material. His pride and influence in growing up in Moravia drew his attention to
Gabriela Preissová’s dramas. Similar to Janáček, Preissová was interested in Moravia and
writing works about her time spent among the Moravian people. Questions of Czechness affected
both creators and their work as did their positions in their respective fields. Their roles differed
greatly due mainly due to gender difference. Further, Janáček’s personal influences related to his
family and the great loss of his children, whereas Preissová’s personal influences drew upon the
oppression and constrictions she experienced as a female writer.
Janáček’s Jenůfa, based on Preissová’s Její pastorkyňa, details the story of two women,
who are intertwined through an act of infanticide, family dynamics, and gender expectations.
Jenůfa and her step-mother, Kostelnička, equally command the opera as leads. The opera
features their struggles and tragedies and their subsequent resolutions. The treatment of these
women characters by each creator respectively reveals preferences for differing characters.
Preissová’s play featured a nuanced outlook on Kostelnička’s story and a complex view of her
parenthood, despite her act of infanticide. However, Janáček favored a more sympathetic view of
Jenůfa, and in turn villainized Kostelnička. As Jenůfa represented hope for his daughter’s
redemption, he edited the libretto to suit his needs.
Both women characters survive nineteenth-century operatic expectations for their deaths,
even while enduring many tragedies. Kostelnička and Jenůfa are exempt from the fate of many
other nineteenth-century operatic woman characters who experience, as discussed by Catherine

99
Clément, an “operatic undoing.”208 Clément reveals that opera exploits women characters who
commit sexual or gender deviance, and they are ultimately punished with death. Overall, in this
thesis, I have argued that Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s survival of the opera’s circumstances
examines questions regarding gender subversion, Czech femininity, modernism, and nationalism.
Additional influences on the composition Jenůfa include the negotiations of identity during
Janáček and Preissová’s lifetime and their surrounding social and political climates.
An operatic undoing is expected as the resolution of any nineteenth-century opera
featuring deviant women. Jenůfa and Kostelnička were transgressive due to their own actions
and the tragedies inflicted upon them. These actions include Jenůfa’s pre-marital pregnancy, the
disfigurement of her face, and Kostelnička’s act of infanticide. The action of women crossing
boundaries of expected gender conformity in the nineteenth-century typically provides a fatal
ending, such as seen in Carmen. However, both Kostelnička and Jenůfa are virtuous women. As
an elder in the village and a respected member of the church, Kostelnička’s infanticide seems
even more surprising and tragic. Likewise, Jenůfa’s piety and virtue are seemingly ruined in her
conception of Števa’s child and the disfigurement of her beauty. Despite such tragedies, they exit
the opera alive after negotiating their moral stances and tragedies. This negotiation asserts a new
femininity for Czech women, especially going forward at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Both Jenůfa and Kostelnička navigate the opera as mothers; however, the different nature
of their respective maternal experiences, in part, shape their endings. Kostelnička’s motherhood
is unconventional due to her status as a step-parent, rather than a biological parent. Villagers
initially doubt her ability to care for a child since she previously had none of her own. However,
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she raised Jenůfa to be a kind and successful woman, an accomplishment that reflected well upon
her.
In addition to its significance for gender, the opera Jenůfa was famously considered the
first Czech prose opera. Janáček’s composing style integrated nationalist and modernist
tendencies, which balanced innovation with the traditional. The opera reveals collaboration with
Czech literature and art between Janáček and Preissová. According to Alfred Thomas,
Preissová’s role as a woman in her field greatly affected her work,209 as she was expected to
conform to stylistic parameters created for her gender. Likewise, Janáček was expected to
compose in a traditionally Czech way. Freer from expectations due to his gender and the
newness of Czechness in music and opera, Janáček was allowed flexibility. Thus Janáček found
himself able to compose freely, and to shape Preissová’s work to his own desires.
Due to his edits and characterization, Janáček reversed Preissová’s original focus on the
characters, resulting in his villainizing of Kostelnička and investment in Jenůfa to overcome her
struggles. Janáček’s personal struggle reflected this change because Jenůfa represented his hope
for his terminally ill daughter Olga. Janáček reflected, “I would tie up Jenůfa with the black
ribbon of the long illness, pain and cries of my daughter Olga and my little boy Vladimir
(Vladimir died of scarlet fever at the age of two).”210 As Olga grew weaker, Janáček wrote Jenůfa
to be stronger. Barnes argues, “While Olga would die, Jenůfa would survive, even triumph over
her circumstances.”211 Therefore, as a surrogate for Olga, Jenůfa outlasted any tribulation.
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Contrastingly, Kostelnička was villainized in Janáček’s version, and negotiated power
imbalances and agency. Like her parenting role, Kostelnička negotiates power more generally by
acting in roles as both mother and father. Eventually, Kostelnička goes mad after the infanticide;
however Jenůfa takes pity on her and forgives her for the misdeed.
Furthermore, the relationship between Kostelnička and Jenůfa symbolizes the Western
oppressor and the Czech nation, respectively. During the nineteenth century an increased number
of citizens living in the Czech lands were frustrated with the Germanization of their land and
culture. In addition to desiring autonomous rule, their identity expression through the arts
became an important outlet. Jenůfa and Kostelnička are not allowed to perish at the end of the
opera, in part, because that interpretation could be politically dangerous for the developing
Czech nation. Both women are tied symbolically to the nation in their characterizations, and also
in their roles as mothers. As previously discussed, the Czech nation utilized the surrogacy of
mothers and women writers to uphold and assert a unique sense of Czechness.
Throughout this thesis, I used varying methods of scholarship to provide a unique
investigation on character, gender, and opera. Like Susan McClary in her deep analysis of
Bizet’s character Carmen, I examined characterization and the effect of Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s
character on their vocality. Additionally, I framed Jenůfa as an example of a woman who
encompasses both sides of the Madonna/whore paradigm. I also challenged Clément’s
framework of an operatic undoing and how exactly Jenůfa and Kostelnička are exempt. Barnes
argues, “Death and final moments of music are often synonymous. This axiom holds particularly
true in the case of […] mothers and their babies. Would that we could see joyful serene
domesticity, but the stories don’t go that way. Yet music, in its role as interpreter, shows us that
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death can defy and define an ending.”212 Janáček revealed through his music that transgressing
mothers and children are able to survive opera.
Looking forward, in-depth research on mothers in Czech opera, and opera in general,
would greatly benefit scholarship covering Janáček. The need to investigate connotations
between motherhood and the nation would further the discourse on nationalism because the
Czech mother-nation is so often integrated into opera, along with other musical material and
literature. The possibility of providing an alternative nationalist reading returns gender to the
discourse of nationalism, from which it has been too often excluded.
Additionally, I connected religious themes prevalent throughout the opera to the
symbolization of Jenůfa as the Virgin Mary and her son as a Christ-figure. I also discussed
Jenůfa’s role as representative of the Virgin, in her challenge to the Madonna/whore complex.
Furthermore, her negotiation of characteristics such as impurity and virtue allowed her to assert a
new femininity for the turn-of-the-century Czech lands. There is further need to look at these
religious themes and position them within the larger scope of the religious history in the Czech
lands and its influence on nationalism, music, and identity.
Jenůfa is so commonly performed that one wonders what the draw is for modern
audiences.213 Is it the ground-breaking compositional style for Janáček’s period, or the dramatic
yet cathartic experience of watching Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s tribulations? Barnes reflects:
“Thus, a complex drama composed of interwoven themes—the fate of the characters in a specific
society at a specific time, ethical ideas, social criticism—became a drama of passion in
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accordance with Janáček’ belief that love is basically tragic. It was his music that gave it
universal and timeless meaning.”214 Due to the shortage of Czech operas, the appeal of Janáček’s
unique vocal lines, intricate instrumentation, and engaging thematic material make his works
attractive for contemporary opera houses. Additionally, Jenůfa’s forward-thinking interactions of
gender, nationalism, and modernist provide a refreshing context previously unexplored in
nineteenth-century opera.
In conclusion, the survival of characters Jenůfa and Kostelnička represent the negotiation
of opposing traits and transcendence of tribulation. For both Janáček and Preissová, the influence
of assertion of a new femininity for the modern world was paramount in the struggle for an
independent Czech nation. Thus, Jenůfa and Kostelnička’s survival subverted gender norms and
proved resilient to the challenges of modern femininity as a model for Czech women and the
nation.
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